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Prologue

love style manuals. Ever since I was assigned Strunk and White’s The

Elements of Style in an introductory psychology course, the writing guide has
been among my favorite literary genres. It’s not just that I welcome advice on
the lifelong challenge of perfecting the craft of writing. It’s also that credible
guidance on writing must itself be well written, and the best of the manuals are
paragons of their own advice. William Strunk’s course notes on writing, which
his student E. B. White turned into their famous little book, was studded with
gems of self-exemplification such as “Write with nouns and verbs,” “Put the
emphatic words of a sentence at the end,” and best of all, his prime directive,
“Omit needless words.” Many eminent stylists have applied their gifts to
explaining the art, including Kingsley Amis, Jacques Barzun, Ambrose Bierce,
Bill Bryson, Robert Graves, Tracy Kidder, Stephen King, Elmore Leonard, F. L.
Lucas, George Orwell, William Safire, and of course White himself, the beloved
author of Charlotte’s Web and Stuart Little. Here is the great essayist
reminiscing about his teacher:

In the days when I was sitting in his class, he omitted so many needless
words, and omitted them so forcibly and with such eagerness and obvious
relish, that he often seemed in the position of having shortchanged himself
—a man left with nothing more to say yet with time to fill, a radio prophet
who had outdistanced the clock. Will Strunk got out of this predicament
by a simple trick: he uttered every sentence three times. When he
delivered his oration on brevity to the class, he leaned forward over his
desk, grasped his coat lapels in his hands, and, in a husky, conspiratorial
voice, said, “Rule Seventeen. Omit needless words! Omit needless words!

Omit needless words!”!

I like to read style manuals for another reason, the one that sends botanists to
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I am a psycholinguist and a cognitive scientist, and what is style, after all, but the
effective use of words to engage the human mind? It’s all the more captivating to
someone who seeks to explain these fields to a wide readership. I think about
how language works so that I can best explain how language works.

But my professional acquaintance with language has led me to read the
traditional manuals with a growing sense of unease. Strunk and White, for all

their intuitive feel for style, had a tenuous grasp of grammar.2 They misdefined
terms such as phrase, participle, and relative clause, and in steering their readers
away from passive verbs and toward active transitive ones they botched their
examples of both. There were a great number of dead leaves lying on the
ground, for instance, is not in the passive voice, nor does The cock’s crow came
with dawn contain a transitive verb. Lacking the tools to analyze language, they
often struggled when turning their intuitions into advice, vainly appealing to the
writer’s “ear.” And they did not seem to realize that some of the advice
contradicted itself: “Many a tame sentence . . . can be made lively and emphatic
by substituting a transitive in the active voice” uses the passive voice to warn
against the passive voice. George Orwell, in his vaunted “Politics and the
English Language,” fell into the same trap when, without irony, he derided prose

in which “the passive voice is wherever possible used in preference to the

active.”2

Self-contradiction aside, we now know that telling writers to avoid the
passive is bad advice. Linguistic research has shown that the passive
construction has a number of indispensable functions because of the way it
engages a reader’s attention and memory. A skilled writer should know what
those functions are and push back against copy editors who, under the influence
of grammatically naive style guides, blue-pencil every passive construction they
spot into an active one.

Style manuals that are innocent of linguistics also are crippled in dealing with
the aspect of writing that evokes the most emotion: correct and incorrect usage.
Many style manuals treat traditional rules of usage the way fundamentalists treat
the Ten Commandments: as unerring laws chiseled in sapphire for mortals to
obey or risk eternal damnation. But skeptics and freethinkers who probe the
history of these rules have found that they belong to an oral tradition of folklore
and myth. For many reasons, manuals that are credulous about the inerrancy of
the traditional rules don’t serve writers well. Although some of the rules can
make prose better, many of them make it worse, and writers are better off
flouting them. The rules often mash together issues of grammatical correctness.
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logical coherence, formal style, and standard dialect, but a skilled writer needs to
keep them straight. And the orthodox stylebooks are ill equipped to deal with an
inescapable fact about language: it changes over time. Language is not a
protocol legislated by an authority but rather a wiki that pools the contributions
of millions of writers and speakers, who ceaselessly bend the language to their
needs and who inexorably age, die, and get replaced by their children, who adapt
the language in their turn.

Yet the authors of the classic manuals wrote as if the language they grew up
with were immortal, and failed to cultivate an ear for ongoing change. Strunk
and White, writing in the early and middle decades of the twentieth century,
condemned then-new verbs like personalize, finalize, host, chair, and debut, and
warned writers never to use fix for “repair” or claim for “declare.” Worse, they
justified their peeves with cockamamie rationalizations. The verb contact, they
argued, is “vague and self-important. Do not contact people; get in touch with
them, look them up, phone them, find them, or meet them.” But of course the
vagueness of to contact is exactly why it caught on: sometimes a writer doesn’t
need to know how one person will get in touch with another, as long as he does
so. Or consider this head-scratcher, concocted to explain why a writer should
never use a number word with people, only with persons: “If of ‘six people’ five
went away, how many people would be left? Answer: one people.” By the same
logic, writers should avoid using numbers with irregular plurals such as men,
children, and teeth (“If of ‘six children’ five went away . . .”).

In the last edition published in his lifetime, White did acknowledge some
changes to the language, instigated by “youths” who “speak to other youths in a
tongue of their own devising: they renovate the language with a wild vigor, as
they would a basement apartment.” White’s condescension to these “youths”
(now in their retirement years) led him to predict the passing of nerd, psyched,
ripoff, dude, geek, and funky, all of which have become entrenched in the
language.

The graybeard sensibilities of the style mavens come not just from an
underappreciation of the fact of language change but from a lack of reflection on
their own psychology. As people age, they confuse changes in themselves with
changes in the world, and changes in the world with moral decline—the illusion

of the good old days.# And so every generation believes that the kids today are
degrading the language and taking civilization down with it:2
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The common language is disappearing. It is slowly being crushed to death
under the weight of verbal conglomerate, a pseudospeech at once both
pretentious and feeble, that is created daily by millions of blunders and
inaccuracies in grammar, syntax, idiom, metaphor, logic, and common
sense. . . . In the history of modern English there is no period in which such
victory over thought-in-speech has been so widespread.—1978

Recent graduates, including those with university degrees, seem to have no
mastery of the language at all. They cannot construct a simple declarative
sentence, either orally or in writing. They cannot spell common, everyday
words. Punctuation is apparently no longer taught. Grammar is a complete
mystery to almost all recent graduates.—1961

From every college in the country goes up the cry, “Our freshmen can’t spell,
can’t punctuate.” Every high school is in disrepair because its pupils are so
ignorant of the merest rudiments.—1917

The vocabularies of the majority of high-school pupils are amazingly small. I
always try to use simple English, and yet I have talked to classes when quite
a minority of the pupils did not comprehend more than half of what I said.—
1889

Unless the present progress of change [is] arrested . . . there can be no doubt
that, in another century, the dialect of the Americans will become utterly
unintelligible to an Englishman.—1833

Our language (I mean the English) is degenerating very fast. . . . I begin to
fear that it will be impossible to check it.—1785

Complaints about the decline of language go at least as far back as the

invention of the printing press. Soon after William Caxton set up the first one in
England in 1478, he lamented, “And certaynly our langage now vsed veryeth
ferre from what whiche was vsed and spoken when I was borne.” Indeed, moral
panic about the decline of writing may be as old as writing itself:
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The cartoon is not much of an exaggeration. According to the English scholar
Richard Lloyd-Jones, some of the clay tablets deciphered from ancient Sumerian

include complaints about the deteriorating writing skills of the young.8

My discomfort with the classic style manuals has convinced me that we need
a writing guide for the twenty-first century. It’s not that I have the desire, to say
nothing of the ability, to supplant The Elements of Style. Writers can profit by
reading more than one style guide, and much of Strunk and White (as it is
commonly called) is as timeless as it is charming. But much of it is not. Strunk
was born in 1869, and today’s writers cannot base their craft exclusively on the
advice of a man who developed his sense of style before the invention of the
telephone (let alone the Internet), before the advent of modern linguistics and
cognitive science, before the wave of informalization that swept the world in the
second half of the twentieth century.

A manual for the new millennium cannot just perpetuate the diktats of earlier
manuals. Today’s writers are infused by the spirit of scientific skepticism and
the ethos of questioning authority. They should not be satisfied with “That’s the
way it’s done” or “Because I said so,” and they deserve not to be patronized at
any age. They rightly expect reasons for any advice that is foisted upon them.

Today we can provide the reasons. We have an understanding of grammatical
phenomena which goes well beyond the traditional taxonomies based on crude
analogies with Latin. We have a body of research on the mental dynamics of
reading: the waxing and waning of memory load as readers comprehend a
passage, the incrementing of their knowledge as they come to grasp its meaning,
the blind alleys that can lead them astray. We have a body of history and
criticism which can distinguish the rules that enhance clarity, grace, and
emotional resonance from those that are based on myths and misunderstandings.
By replacing dogma about usage with reason and evidence, I hope not just to
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avoid giving ham-fisted advice but to make the advice that I do give easier to
remember than a list of dos and don’ts. Providing reasons should also allow
writers and editors to apply the guidelines judiciously, mindful of what they are
designed to accomplish, rather than robotically.

“The sense of style” has a double meaning. The word sense, as in “the sense
of sight” and “a sense of humor,” can refer to a faculty of mind, in this case the
faculties of comprehension that resonate to a well-crafted sentence. It can also
refer to “good sense” as opposed to “nonsense,” in this case the ability to
discriminate between the principles that improve the quality of prose and the
superstitions, fetishes, shibboleths, and initiation ordeals that have been passed
down in the traditions of usage.

The Sense of Style is not a reference manual in which you can find the answer
to every question about hyphenation and capitalization. Nor is it a remedial
guide for badly educated students who have yet to master the mechanics of a
sentence. Like the classic guides, it is designed for people who know how to
write and want to write better. This includes students who hope to improve the
quality of their papers, aspiring critics and journalists who want to start a blog or
column or series of reviews, and professionals who seek a cure for their
academese, bureaucratese, corporatese, legalese, medicalese, or officialese. The
book is also written for readers who seek no help in writing but are interested in
letters and literature and curious about the ways in which the sciences of mind
can illuminate how language works at its best.

My focus is on nonfiction, particularly genres that put a premium on clarity
and coherence. But unlike the authors of the classic guides, I don’t equate these

virtues with plain words, austere expression, and formal style.Z You can write
with clarity and with flair, too. And though the emphasis is on nonfiction, the
explanations should be useful to fiction writers as well, because many principles
of style apply whether the world being written about is real or imaginary. I like
to think they might also be helpful to poets, orators, and other creative
wordsmiths, who need to know the canons of pedestrian prose to flout them for
rhetorical effect.

People often ask me whether anyone today even cares about style. The
English language, they say, faces a new threat in the rise of the Internet, with its
texting and tweeting, its email and chatrooms. Surely the craft of written
expression has declined since the days before smartphones and the Web. You
remember those days, don’t you? Back in the 1980s, when teenagers spoke in
fluent paragraphs, bureaucrats wrote in plain English, and every academic paper
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with the Internet-is-making-us-illiterate theory, of course, is that bad prose has
burdened readers in every era. Professor Strunk tried to do something about it in
1918, when young Elwyn White was a student in his English class at Cornell.
What today’s doomsayers fail to notice is that the very trends they deplore
consist in oral media—radio, telephones, and television—giving way to written
ones. Not so long ago it was radio and television that were said to be ruining the
language. More than ever before, the currency of our social and cultural lives is
the written word. And no, not all of it is the semiliterate ranting of Internet trolls.
A little surfing will show that many Internet users value language that is clear,
grammatical, and competently spelled and punctuated, not just in printed books
and legacy media but in e-zines, blogs, Wikipedia entries, consumer reviews,
and even a fair proportion of email. Surveys have shown that college students
are writing more than their counterparts in earlier generations did, and that they

make no more errors per page of writing.2 And contrary to an urban legend, they
do not sprinkle their papers with smileys and instant-messaging abbreviations
like IMHO and L8TR, any more than previous generations forgot how to use
prepositions and articles out of the habit of omitting them from their telegrams.
Members of the Internet generation, like all language users, fit their phrasing to
the setting and audience, and have a good sense of what is appropriate in formal
writing.

Style still matters, for at least three reasons. First, it ensures that writers will
get their messages across, sparing readers from squandering their precious
moments on earth deciphering opaque prose. When the effort fails, the result can
be calamitous—as Strunk and White put it, “death on the highway caused by a
badly worded road sign, heartbreak among lovers caused by a misplaced phrase
in a well-intentioned letter, anguish of a traveler expecting to be met at a railroad
station and not being met because of a slipshod telegram.” Governments and
corporations have found that small improvements in clarity can prevent vast

amounts of error, frustration, and waste,2 and many countries have recently

made clear language the law of the land.1%

Second, style earns trust. If readers can see that a writer cares about
consistency and accuracy in her prose, they will be reassured that the writer
cares about those virtues in conduct they cannot see as easily. Here is how one
technology executive explains why he rejects job applications filled with errors
of grammar and punctuation: “If it takes someone more than 20 years to notice
how to properly use it’s, then that’s not a learning curve I’'m comfortable
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with.” And if that isn’t enough to get you to brush up your prose, consider the
discovery of the dating site OkCupid that sloppy grammar and spelling in a
profile are “huge turn-offs.” As one client said, “If you’re trying to date a
woman, I don’t expect flowery Jane Austen prose. But aren’t you trying to put
your best foot forward?”12

Style, not least, adds beauty to the world. To a literate reader, a crisp
sentence, an arresting metaphor, a witty aside, an elegant turn of phrase are
among life’s greatest pleasures. And as we shall see in the first chapter, this
thoroughly impractical virtue of good writing is where the practical effort of
mastering good writing must begin.
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Chapter 1

GOOD WRITING

REVERSE-ENGINEERING GOOD PROSE AS THE KEY TO
DEVELOPING A WRITERLY EAR

ducation is an admirable thing,” wrote Oscar Wilde, “but it is well to
remember from time to time that nothing that is worth knowing can be

taught.”X In dark moments while writing this book, I sometimes feared that
Wilde might be right. When I polled some accomplished writers about which
style manuals they had consulted during their apprenticeships, the most common
answer I got was “none.” Writing, they said, just came naturally to them.

I’d be the last to doubt that good writers are blessed with an innate dose of
fluency with syntax and memory for words. But no one is born with skills in
English composition per se. Those skills may not have come from stylebooks,
but they must have come from somewhere.

That somewhere is the writing of other writers. Good writers are avid readers.
They have absorbed a vast inventory of words, idioms, constructions, tropes, and
rhetorical tricks, and with them a sensitivity to how they mesh and how they
clash. This is the elusive “ear” of a skilled writer—the tacit sense of style which
every honest stylebook, echoing Wilde, confesses cannot be explicitly taught.
Biographers of great authors always try to track down the books their subjects
read when they were young, because they know these sources hold the key to
their development as writers.

I would not have written this book if I did not believe, contra Wilde, that
many principles of style really can be taught. But the starting point for becoming
a good writer is to be a good reader. Writers acquire their technique by spotting,
savoring, and reverse-engineering examples of good prose. The goal of this
chapter is to provide a glimpse of how that is done. I have picked four passages
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of twenty-first-century prose, diverse in style and content, and will think aloud
as I try to understand what makes them work. My intent is not to honor these
passages as if I were bestowing a prize, nor to hold them up as models for you to
emulate. It’s to illustrate, via a peek into my stream of consciousness, the habit
of lingering over good writing wherever you find it and reflecting on what
makes it good.

Savoring good prose is not just a more effective way to develop a writerly ear
than obeying a set of commandments; it’s a more inviting one. Much advice on
style is stern and censorious. A recent bestseller advocated “zero tolerance” for
errors and brandished the words horror, satanic, ghastly, and plummeting
standards on its first page. The classic manuals, written by starchy Englishmen
and rock-ribbed Yankees, try to take all the fun out of writing, grimly adjuring
the writer to avoid offbeat words, figures of speech, and playful alliteration. A
famous piece of advice from this school crosses the line from the grim to the
infanticidal: “Whenever you feel an impulse to perpetrate a piece of
exceptionally fine writing, obey it—wholeheartedly—and delete it before

sending your manuscript to press. Murder your darlings.”2

An aspiring writer could be forgiven for thinking that learning to write is like
negotiating an obstacle course in boot camp, with a sergeant barking at you for
every errant footfall. Why not think of it instead as a form of pleasurable
mastery, like cooking or photography? Perfecting the craft is a lifelong calling,
and mistakes are part of the game. Though the quest for improvement may be
informed by lessons and honed by practice, it must first be kindled by a delight
in the best work of the masters and a desire to approach their excellence.

We are going to die, and that makes us the lucky ones. Most people are
never going to die because they are never going to be born. The potential
people who could have been here in my place but who will in fact never
see the light of day outnumber the sand grains of Arabia. Certainly those
unborn ghosts include greater poets than Keats, scientists greater than
Newton. We know this because the set of possible people allowed by our
DNA so massively exceeds the set of actual people. In the teeth of these
stupefying odds it is you and I, in our ordinariness, that are here.

In the opening lines of Richard Dawkins’s Unweaving the Rainbow, the
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uncompromising atheist and tireless advocate of science explains why his
worldview does not, as the romantic and the religious fear, extinguish a sense of

wonder or an appreciation of life.2

We are going to die, and that makes us the lucky ones. Good writing starts
strong. Not with a cliché (“Since the dawn of time”), not with a banality
(“Recently, scholars have been increasingly concerned with the question
of . ..”), but with a contentful observation that provokes curiosity. The reader of
Unweaving the Rainbow opens the book and is walloped with a reminder of the
most dreadful fact we know, and on its heels a paradoxical elaboration. We’re
lucky because we’ll die? Who wouldn’t want to find out how this mystery will
be solved? The starkness of the paradox is reinforced by the diction and meter:
short, simple words, a stressed monosyllable followed by six iambic feet.*

Most people are never going to die. The resolution to the paradox—that a bad
thing, dying, implies a good thing, having lived—is explained with parallel
constructions: never going to die . . . never going to be born. The next sentence
restates the contrast, also in parallel language, but avoids the tedium of repeating
words yet again by juxtaposing familiar idioms that have the same rhythm: been
here in my place . . . see the light of day.

the sand grains of Arabia. A touch of the poetic, better suited to the grandeur
that Dawkins seeks to invoke than a colorless adjective like massive or
enormous. The expression is snatched from the brink of cliché by its variant
wording (sand grains rather than sands) and by its vaguely exotic feel. The
phrase sands of Arabia, though common in the early nineteenth century, has
plunged in popularity ever since, and there is no longer even a place that is
commonly called Arabia; we refer to it as Saudi Arabia or the Arabian

Peninsula.?

unborn ghosts. A vivid image to convey the abstract notion of a
mathematically possible combination of genes, and a wily repurposing of a
supernatural concept to advance a naturalistic argument.

greater poets than Keats, scientists greater than Newton. Parallel wording is
a powerful trope, but after dying and being born, being here in my place and
seeing the light of day, enough is enough. To avoid monotony Dawkins inverts
the structure of one of the lines in this couplet. The phrase subtly alludes to
another meditation on unrealized genius, “Some mute inglorious Milton here
may rest,” from Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard.”

In the teeth of these stupefying odds. The idiom brings to mind the menacing
gape of a predator, reinforcing our gratitude for being alive: to come into
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existence we narrowly escaped a mortal threat, namely the high odds against it.
How high? Every writer faces the challenge of finding a superlative in the
English word-hoard that has not been inflated by hyperbole and overuse. In the
teeth of these incredible odds? In the teeth of these awesome odds? Meh.
Dawkins has found a superlative—to render into a stupor, to make stupid—that
still has the power to impress.

Good writing can flip the way the world is perceived, like the silhouette in
psychology textbooks which oscillates between a goblet and two faces. In six
sentences Dawkins has flipped the way we think of death, and has stated a
rationalist’s case for an appreciation of life in words so stirring that many
humanists I know have asked that it be read at their funerals.

What is it that makes a person the very person that she is, herself alone
and not another, an integrity of identity that persists over time, undergoing
changes and yet still continuing to be—until she does not continue any
longer, at least not unproblematically?

I stare at the picture of a small child at a summer’s picnic, clutching
her big sister’s hand with one tiny hand while in the other she has a
precarious hold on a big slice of watermelon that she appears to be
struggling to have intersect with the small o of her mouth. That child is
me. But why is she me? I have no memory at all of that summer’s day, no
privileged knowledge of whether that child succeeded in getting the
watermelon into her mouth. It’s true that a smooth series of contiguous
physical events can be traced from her body to mine, so that we would
want to say that her body is mine; and perhaps bodily identity is all that
our personal identity consists in. But bodily persistence over time, too,
presents philosophical dilemmas. The series of contiguous physical events
has rendered the child’s body so different from the one I glance down on
at this moment; the very atoms that composed her body no longer
compose mine. And if our bodies are dissimilar, our points of view are
even more so. Mine would be as inaccessible to her—just let her try to
figure out [Spinoza’s] Ethics—as hers is now to me. Her thought
processes, prelinguistic, would largely elude me.

Yet she is me, that tiny determined thing in the frilly white pinafore.
She has continued to exist, survived her childhood illnesses, the near-
drowning in a rip current on Rockaway Beach at the age of twelve, other
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dramas. There are presumably adventures that she—that is that [—can’t
undergo and still continue to be herself. Would I then be someone else or
would I just no longer be? Were I to lose all sense of myself—were
schizophrenia or demonic possession, a coma or progressive dementia to
remove me from myself—would it be I who would be undergoing those
trials, or would I have quit the premises? Would there then be someone
else, or would there be no one?

Is death one of those adventures from which I can’t emerge as myself?
The sister whose hand I am clutching in the picture is dead. I wonder
every day whether she still exists. A person whom one has loved seems
altogether too significant a thing to simply vanish altogether from the
world. A person whom one loves is a world, just as one knows oneself to
be a world. How can worlds like these simply cease altogether? But if my
sister does exist, then what is she, and what makes that thing that she now
is identical with the beautiful girl laughing at her little sister on that
forgotten day?

In this passage from Betraying Spinoza, the philosopher and novelist Rebecca
Newberger Goldstein (to whom I am married) explains the philosophical puzzle
of personal identity, one of the problems that engaged the Dutch-Jewish thinker

who is the subject of her book.2 Like her fellow humanist Dawkins, Goldstein
analyzes the vertiginous enigma of existence and death, but their styles could not
be more different—a reminder of the diverse ways that the resources of language
can be deployed to illuminate a topic. Dawkins’s could fairly be called
masculine, with its confrontational opening, its cold abstractions, its aggressive
imagery, its glorification of alpha males. Goldstein’s is personal, evocative,
reflective, yet intellectually just as rigorous.

at least not unproblematically. The categories of grammar reflect the building
blocks of thought—time, space, causality, matter—and a philosophical
wordsmith can play with them to awaken her readers to metaphysical
conundrums. Here we have an adverb, unproblematically, modifying the verb
continue, an ellipsis for continue to be. Ordinarily to be is not the kind of verb
that can be modified by an adverb. To be or not to be—it’s hard to see shades of
gray there. The unexpected adverb puts an array of metaphysical, theological,
and personal questions on the table before us.

a big slice of watermelon that she appears to be struggling to have intersect

with the small o of her mouth. Good writing is understood with the mind’s eye.®
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The unusual description of the familiar act of eating in terms of its geometry—a
piece of fruit intersecting with an o—forces the reader to pause and conjure a
mental image of the act rather than skating over a verbal summary. We find the
little girl in the photograph endearing not because the author has stooped to
telling us so with words like cute or adorable but because we can see her
childlike mannerisms for ourselves—as the author herself is doing when
pondering the little alien who somehow is her. We see the clumsiness of a small
hand manipulating an adult-sized object; the determination to master a challenge
we take for granted; the out-of-sync mouth anticipating the sweet, juicy reward.
The geometric language also prepares us for the prelinguistic thinking that
Goldstein introduces in the next paragraph: we regress to an age at which “to
eat” and even “to put in your mouth” are abstractions, several levels removed
from the physical challenge of making an object intersect with a body part.

That child is me. But why is she me? . .. [My point of view] would be as
inaccessible to her . . . as hers is now to me. . . . There are presumably
adventures that she—that is that I—can’t undergo and still continue to be
herself. Would I then be someone else? Goldstein repeatedly juxtaposes nouns
and pronouns in the first and third person: that child . . . me; she .. . I. ..
herself; I. .. someone else. The syntactic confusion about which grammatical
person belongs in which phrase reflects our intellectual confusion about the very
meaning of the concept “person.” She also plays with to be, the quintessentially
existential verb, to engage our existential puzzlement: Would I then be someone
else or would I just no longer be? . .. Would there then be someone else, or
would there be no one?

frilly white pinafore. The use of an old-fashioned word for an old-fashioned
garment helps date the snapshot for us, without the cliché faded photograph.

The sister whose hand I am clutching in the picture is dead. After eighteen
sentences that mix wistful nostalgia with abstract philosophizing, the reverie is
punctured by a stark revelation. However painful it must have been to predicate
the harsh word dead of a beloved sister, no euphemism—has passed away, is no
longer with us—could have ended that sentence. The topic of the discussion is
how we struggle to reconcile the indubitable fact of death with our
incomprehension of the possibility that a person can no longer exist. Our
linguistic ancestors parlayed that incomprehension into euphemisms like passed
on in which death consists of a journey to a remote location. Had Goldstein
settled for these weasel words, she would have undermined her analysis before it
began.
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I wonder every day whether she still exists. A person whom one has loved
seems altogether too significant a thing to simply vanish altogether from the
world. A person whom one loves is a world, just as one knows oneself to be a
world. How can worlds like these simply cease altogether? This passage fills my
eyes every time I read it, and not just because it is about a sister-in-law I will
never meet. With a spare restatement of what philosophers call the hard problem
of consciousness (A person . . . is a world, just as one knows oneself to be a
world), Goldstein creates an effect that is richly emotional. The puzzlement in
having to make sense of this abstract philosophical conundrum mingles with the
poignancy of having to come to terms with the loss of someone we love. It is not
just the selfish realization that we have been robbed of their third-person
company, but the unselfish realization that they have been robbed of their first-
person experience.

The passage also reminds us of the overlap in techniques for writing fiction
and nonfiction. The interweaving of the personal and the philosophical in this
excerpt is being used as an expository device, to help us understand the issues
that Spinoza wrote about. But it is also a theme that runs through Goldstein’s
fiction, namely that the obsessions of academic philosophy—personal identity,
consciousness, truth, will, meaning, morality—are of a piece with the obsessions
of human beings as they try to make sense of their lives.

MAURICE SENDAK, AUTHOR OF SPLENDID NIGHTMARES, DIES AT 83

Maurice Sendak, widely considered the most important children’s book
artist of the 20th century, who wrenched the picture book out of the safe,
sanitized world of the nursery and plunged it into the dark, terrifying, and
hauntingly beautiful recesses of the human psyche, died on Tuesday in
Danbury, Conn. . . .

Roundly praised, intermittently censored, and occasionally eaten, Mr.
Sendak’s books were essential ingredients of childhood for the generation
born after 1960 or thereabouts, and in turn for their children.

PAULINE PHILLIPS, FLINTY ADVISER TO MILLIONS AS DEAR ABBY, DIES AT 94

Dear Abby: My wife sleeps in the raw. Then she showers, brushes her
teeth and fixes our breakfast—still in the buff. We’re newlvweds and
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there are just the two of us, so I suppose there’s really nothing wrong with
it. What do you think?—Ed

Dear Ed: It’s O.K. with me. But tell her to put on an apron when she’s
frying bacon.

Pauline Phillips, a California housewife who nearly 60 years ago, seeking
something more meaningful than mah-jongg, transformed herself into the
syndicated columnist Dear Abby—and in so doing became a trusted, tart-
tongued adviser to tens of millions—died on Wednesday in
Minneapolis. . . .

With her comic and flinty yet fundamentally sympathetic voice, Mrs.
Phillips helped wrestle the advice column from its weepy Victorian past
into a hard-nosed 20th-century present. . . .

Dear Abby: Our son married a girl when he was in the service. They were
married in February and she had an 8 1/2-pound baby girl in August. She
said the baby was premature. Can an 8 1/2-pound baby be this
premature?—Wanting to Know

Dear Wanting: The baby was on time. The wedding was late. Forget it.

Mrs. Phillips began her life as the columnist Abigail Van Buren in 1956.
She quickly became known for her astringent, often genteelly risqué, replies
to queries that included the marital, the medical, and sometimes both at once.

HELEN GURLEY BROWN, WHO GAVE “SINGLE GIRL” A LIFE IN FULL, DIES AT
90

Helen Gurley Brown, who as the author of Sex and the Single Girl
shocked early-1960s America with the news that unmarried women not
only had sex but thoroughly enjoyed it—and who as the editor of
Cosmopolitan magazine spent the next three decades telling those women
precisely how to enjoy it even more—died on Monday in Manhattan. She
was 90, though parts of her were considerably younger. . . .

As Cosmopolitan’s editor from 1965 until 1997, Ms. Brown was
widely credited with being the first to introduce frank discussions of sex
into magazines for women. The look of women’s magazines today—a sea
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of voluptuous models and titillating cover lines—is due in no small part to
her influence.

My third selection, also related to death, showcases yet another tone and
style, and stands as further proof that good writing does not fit into a single
formula. With deadpan wit, an affection for eccentricity, and a deft use of the
English lexicon, the linguist and journalist Margalit Fox has perfected the art of

the obituary.”

plunged [the picture book] into the dark, terrifying, and hauntingly beautiful
recesses of the human psyche; a trusted, tart-tongued adviser to tens of millions;
a sea of voluptuous models and titillating cover lines. When you have to capture
a life in just eight hundred words, you have to choose those words carefully. Fox
has found some mots justes and packed them into readable phrases which put the
lie to the lazy excuse that you can’t sum up a complex subject—in this case a
life’s accomplishments—in just a few words.

Roundly praised, intermittently censored, and occasionally eaten. This is a
zeugma: the intentional juxtaposition of different senses of a single word. In this
list, the word books is being used in the sense of both their narrative content
(which can be praised or censored) and their physical form (which can be
eaten). Along with putting a smile on the reader’s face, the zeugma subtly teases
the bluenoses who objected to the nudity in Sendak’s drawings by juxtaposing
their censorship with the innocence of the books’ readership.

and in turn for their children. A simple phrase that tells a story—a generation
of children grew up with such fond memories of Sendak’s books that they read
them to their own children—and that serves as an understated tribute to the great
artist.

Dear Abby: My wife sleeps in the raw. Beginning the obit with a bang, this
sample column instantly brings a pang of nostalgia to the millions of readers
who grew up reading Dear Abby, and graphically introduces her life’s work to
those who did not. We see for ourselves, rather than having to be told about, the
offbeat problems, the waggish replies, the (for her time) liberal sensibility.

Dear Abby: Our son married a girl when he was in the service. The
deliberate use of surprising transitions—colons, dashes, block quotations—is

one of the hallmarks of lively prose.2 A lesser writer might have introduced this
with the plodding “Here is another example of a column by Mrs. Phillips,” but
Fox interrupts her narration without warning to redirect our gaze to Phillips in
her prime. A writer, like a cinematographer, manipulates the viewer’s
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perspective on an ongoing story, with the verbal equivalent of camera angles and
quick cuts.

the marital, the medical, and sometimes both at once. Killjoy style manuals
tell writers to avoid alliteration, but good prose is enlivened with moments of
poetry, like this line with its pleasing meter and its impish pairing of marital and
medical.

She was 90, though parts of her were considerably younger. A sly twist on
the formulaic reporting and ponderous tone of conventional obituaries. We soon
learn that Brown was a champion of women’s sexual self-definition, so we
understand the innuendo about cosmetic surgery as good-natured rather than
catty—as a joke that Brown herself would have enjoyed.

hauntingly, flinty, tart-tongued, weepy, hard-nosed, astringent, genteelly,
risqué, voluptuous, titillating. In selecting these uncommon adjectives and
adverbs, Fox defies two of the commonest advisories in the stylebooks: Write
with nouns and verbs, not adjectives and adverbs, and Never use an uncommon,
fancy word when a common, plain one will do.

But the rules are badly stated. It’s certainly true that a lot of turgid prose is
stuffed with polysyllabic Latinisms (cessation for end, eventuate in for cause)
and flabby adjectives (is contributive to instead of contributes to, is
determinative of instead of determines). And showing off with fancy words you
barely understand can make you look pompous and occasionally ridiculous. But
a skilled writer can enliven and sometimes electrify her prose with the judicious
insertion of a surprising word. According to studies of writing quality, a varied
vocabulary and the use of unusual words are two of the features that distinguish
sprightly prose from mush.2

The best words not only pinpoint an idea better than any alternative but echo
it in their sound and articulation, a phenomenon called phonesthetics, the feeling

of sound.1? It’s no coincidence that haunting means “haunting” and tart means
“tart,” rather than the other way around; just listen to your voice and sense your
muscles as you articulate them. Voluptuous has a voluptuous give-and-take
between the lips and the tongue, and titillating also gives the tongue a workout
while titillating the ear with a coincidental but unignorable overlap with a
naughty word. These associations make a sea of voluptuous models and
titillating cover lines more lively than a sea of sexy models and provocative
cover lines. And a sea of pulchritudinous models would have served as a lesson
on how not to choose words: the ugly pulchritude sounds like the opposite of
what it means, and it is one of those words that no one ever uses unless they are
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trying to show off.

But sometimes even show-off words can work. In her obituary of the
journalist Mike McGrady, who masterminded a 1979 literary hoax in which a
deliberately awful bodice ripper became an international bestseller, Fox wrote,

“Naked Came the Stranger was written by 25 Newsday journalists in an era

when newsrooms were arguably more relaxed and inarguably more bibulous.”11

The playful bibulous, “tending to drink too much,” is related to beverage and
imbibe and calls to mind babbling, bobbling, bubbling, and burbling. Readers
who want to become writers should read with a dictionary at hand (several are
available as smartphone apps), and writers should not hesitate to send their
readers there if the word is dead-on in meaning, evocative in sound, and not so
obscure that the reader will never see it again. (You can probably do without
maieutic, propaedeutic, and subdoxastic.) I write with a thesaurus, mindful of
the advice I once read in a bicycle repair manual on how to squeeze a dent out of
a rim with Vise-Grip pliers: “Do not get carried away with the destructive
potential of this tool.”

From the early years of the twentieth century to well past its middle age,
nearly every black family in the American South, which meant nearly
every black family in America, had a decision to make. There were
sharecroppers losing at settlement. Typists wanting to work in an office.
Yard boys scared that a single gesture near the planter’s wife could leave
them hanging from an oak tree. They were all stuck in a caste system as
hard and unyielding as the red Georgia clay, and they each had a decision
before them. In this, they were not unlike anyone who ever longed to
cross the Atlantic or the Rio Grande.

It was during the First World War that a silent pilgrimage took its first
steps within the borders of this country. The fever rose without warning or
notice or much in the way of understanding by those outside its reach. It
would not end until the 1970s and would set into motion changes in the
North and South that no one, not even the people doing the leaving, could
have imagined at the start of it or dreamed would take a lifetime to play
out.

Historians would come to call it the Great Migration. It would become
perhaps the biggest underreported story of the twentieth century. . . .

The actions of the people in this book were both universal and
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distinctly American. Their migration was a response to an economic and
social structure not of their making. They did what humans have done for
centuries when life became untenable—what the pilgrims did under the
tyranny of British rule, what the Scotch-Irish did in Oklahoma when the
land turned to dust, what the Irish did when there was nothing to eat, what
the European Jews did during the spread of Nazism, what the landless in
Russia, Italy, China, and elsewhere did when something better across the
ocean called to them. What binds these stories together was the back-
against-the-wall, reluctant yet hopeful search for something better, any
place but where they were. They did what human beings looking for
freedom, throughout history, have often done.

They left.

In The Warmth of Other Suns, the journalist Isabel Wilkerson ensured that the

story of the Great Migration would be underreported no longer.12 Calling it
“great” is no exaggeration. The movement of millions of African Americans
from the Deep South to Northern cities set off the civil rights movement, redrew
the urban landscape, rewrote the agenda of American politics and education, and
transformed American culture and, with it, world culture.

Wilkerson not only rectifies the world’s ignorance about the Great Migration,
but with twelve hundred interviews and crystalline prose she makes us
understand it in its full human reality. We live in an era of social science, and
have become accustomed to understanding the social world in terms of “forces,”
“pressures,” “processes,” and “developments.” It is easy to forget that those
“forces™ are statistical summaries of the deeds of millions of men and women
who act on their beliefs in pursuit of their desires. The habit of submerging the
individual into abstractions can lead not only to bad science (it’s not as if the
“social forces” obeyed Newton’s laws) but to dehumanization. We are apt to
think, “I (and my kind) choose to do things for reasons; he (and his kind) are part
of a social process.” This was a moral of Orwell’s essay “Politics and the
English Language,” which warned against dehumanizing abstraction: “Millions
of peasants are robbed of their farms and sent trudging along the roads with no
more than they can carry: this is called transfer of population or rectification of
frontiers.” With an allergy to abstraction and a phobia of cliché, Wilkerson trains
a magnifying glass on the historical blob called “the Great Migration” and
reveals the humanity of the people who compose it.

From the early years of the twentieth century to well past its middle age. Not
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even the chronology is described in conventional language: the century is an
aging person, a contemporary of the story’s protagonists.

Typists wanting to work in an office. Not “denial of economic opportunities.”
By invoking a moderately skilled occupation from an earlier era, Wilkerson
invites us to imagine the desperation of a woman who has acquired a proficiency
that could lift her from the cotton fields to a professional office but who is
denied the chance because of the color of her skin.

Yard boys scared that a single gesture near the planter’s wife could leave
them hanging from an oak tree. Not “oppression,” not “the threat of violence,”
not even “lynching,” but a horrific physical image. We even see what kind of
tree it is.

as hard and unyielding as the red Georgia clay. Once again prose is brought
to life with a snatch of poetry, as in this simile with its sensual image, its whiff
of allusion (I think of Martin Luther King’s “red hills of Georgia”), and its
lyrical anapest meter.

anyone who ever longed to cross the Atlantic or the Rio Grande. Not
“immigrants from Europe or Mexico.” Once again the people are not
sociological categories. The author forces us to visualize bodies in motion and to
remember the motives that pulled them along.

what the pilgrims did . . . what the Scotch-Irish did . . . what the European
Jews did . . . what the landless in Russia, Italy, China, and elsewhere did.
Wilkerson begins the paragraph by stating that the actions of her protagonists are
universal, but she does not rest with that generalization. She nominates the Great
Migration for inclusion in a list of storied emigrations (expressed in pleasingly
parallel syntax), whose descendants doubtless include many of her readers.
Those readers are implicitly invited to apply their respect for their ancestors’
courage and sacrifice to the forgotten pilgrims of the Great Migration.

when the land turned to dust, not “the Dust Bowl”; when there was nothing to
eat, not “the Potato Famine”; the landless, not “the peasants.” Wilkerson will not
allow us to snooze through a recitation of familiar verbiage. Fresh wording and
concrete images force us to keep updating the virtual reality display in our
minds.

They left. Among the many dumb rules of paragraphing foisted on students in
composition courses is the one that says that a paragraph may not consist of a
single sentence. Wilkerson ends a richly descriptive introductory chapter with a
paragraph composed of exactly two syllables. The abrupt ending and the expanse
of blankness at the bottom of the page mirror the finality of the decision to move



www. ur dukut abkhanapk. bl ogspot . comr

and the uncertainty of the life that lay ahead. Good writing finishes strong.

The authors of the four passages share a number of practices: an insistence on
fresh wording and concrete imagery over familiar verbiage and abstract
summary; an attention to the readers’ vantage point and the target of their gaze;
the judicious placement of an uncommon word or idiom against a backdrop of
simple nouns and verbs; the use of parallel syntax; the occasional planned
surprise; the presentation of a telling detail that obviates an explicit
pronouncement; the use of meter and sound that resonate with the meaning and
mood.

The authors also share an attitude: they do not hide the passion and relish that
drive them to tell us about their subjects. They write as if they have something
important to say. But no, that doesn’t capture it. They write as if they have
something important to show. And that, we shall see, is a key ingredient in the
sense of style.
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Chapter 2

A WINDOW ONTO THE WORLD

CLASSIC STYLE AS AN ANTIDOTE FOR ACADEMESE,
BUREAUCRATESE, CORPORATESE, LEGALESE,
OFFICIALESE, AND OTHER KINDS OF STUFFY PROSE

Writing is an unnatural act. As Charles Darwin observed, “Man has an
instinctive tendency to speak, as we see in the babble of our young
children, whereas no child has an instinctive tendency to bake, brew, or write.”
The spoken word is older than our species, and the instinct for language allows
children to engage in articulate conversation years before they enter a
schoolhouse. But the written word is a recent invention that has left no trace in
our genome and must be laboriously acquired throughout childhood and beyond.

Speech and writing differ in their mechanics, of course, and that is one reason
children must struggle with writing: it takes practice to reproduce the sounds of
language with a pencil or a keyboard. But they differ in another way, which
makes the acquisition of writing a lifelong challenge even after the mechanics
have been mastered. Speaking and writing involve very different kinds of human
relationship, and only the one associated with speech comes naturally to us.
Spoken conversation is instinctive because social interaction is instinctive: we
speak to those with whom we are on speaking terms. When we engage our
conversational partners, we have an inkling of what they know and what they
might be interested in learning, and as we chat with them, we monitor their eyes,
their face, and their posture. If they need clarification, or cannot swallow an
assertion, or have something to add, they can break into the conversation or
follow up in turn.

We enjoy none of this give-and-take when we cast our bread upon the waters
by sending a written missive out into the world. The recipients are invisible and
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inscrutable, and we have to get through to them without knowing much about
them or seeing their reactions. At the time that we write, the reader exists only in
our imaginations. Writing is above all an act of pretense. We have to visualize
ourselves in some kind of conversation, or correspondence, or oration, or
soliloquy, and put words into the mouth of the little avatar who represents us in
this simulated world.

The key to good style, far more than obeying any list of commandments, is to
have a clear conception of the make-believe world in which you’re pretending to
communicate. There are many possibilities. A person thumb-typing a text
message can get away with acting as if he is taking part in a real conversation.*
A college student who writes a term paper is pretending that he knows more
about his subject than the reader and that his goal is to supply the reader with
information she needs, whereas in reality his reader typically knows more about
the subject than he does and has no need for the information, the actual goal of
the exercise being to give the student practice for the real thing. An activist
composing a manifesto, or a minister drafting a sermon, must write as if they are
standing in front of a crowd and whipping up their emotions.

Which simulation should a writer immerse himself in when composing a
piece for a more generic readership, such as an essay, an article, a review, an
editorial, a newsletter, or a blog post? The literary scholars Francis-Noél Thomas
and Mark Turner have singled out one model of prose as an aspiration for such
writers today. They call it classic style, and explain it in a wonderful little book
called Clear and Simple as the Truth.

The guiding metaphor of classic style is seeing the world. The writer can see
something that the reader has not yet noticed, and he orients the reader’s gaze so
that she can see it for herself. The purpose of writing is presentation, and its
motive is disinterested truth. It succeeds when it aligns language with the truth,
the proof of success being clarity and simplicity. The truth can be known, and is
not the same as the language that reveals it; prose is a window onto the world.
The writer knows the truth before putting it into words; he is not using the
occasion of writing to sort out what he thinks. Nor does the writer of classic
prose have to argue for the truth; he just needs to present it. That is because the
reader is competent and can recognize the truth when she sees it, as long as she
is given an unobstructed view. The writer and the reader are equals, and the
process of directing the reader’s gaze takes the form of a conversation.

A writer of classic prose must simulate two experiences: showing the reader
something in the world, and engaging her in conversation. The nature of each
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experience shapes the way that classic prose is written. The metaphor of
showing implies that there is something to see. The things in the world the writer
is pointing to, then, are concrete: people (or other animate beings) who move

around in the world and interact with objects.?2 The metaphor of conversation
implies that the reader is cooperative. The writer can count on her to read
between the lines, catch his drift, and connect the dots, without his having to

spell out every step in his train of thought.2

Classic prose, Thomas and Turner explain, is just one kind of style, whose
invention they credit to seventeenth-century French writers such as Descartes
and La Rochefoucauld. The differences between classic style and other styles
can be appreciated by comparing their stances on the communication scenario:
how the writer imagines himself to be related to the reader, and what the writer
is trying to accomplish.

Classic style is not a contemplative or romantic style, in which a writer tries
to share his idiosyncratic, emotional, and mostly ineffable reactions to
something. Nor is it a prophetic, oracular, or oratorical style, where the writer
has the gift of being able to see things that no one else can, and uses the music of
language to unite an audience.

Less obviously, classic style differs from practical style, like the language of
memos, manuals, term papers, and research reports. (Traditional stylebooks such
as Strunk and White are mainly guides to practical style.) In practical style, the
writer and reader have defined roles (supervisor and employee, teacher and
student, technician and customer), and the writer’s goal is to satisfy the reader’s
need. Writing in practical style may conform to a fixed template (a five-
paragraph essay, a report in a scientific journal), and it is brief because the reader
needs the information in a timely manner. Writing in classic style, in contrast,
takes whatever form and whatever length the writer needs to present an
interesting truth. The classic writer’s brevity “comes from the elegance of his
mind, never from pressures of time or employment.”?

Classic style also differs subtly from plain style, where everything is in full
view and the reader needs no help in seeing anything. In classic style the writer
has worked hard to find something worth showing and the perfect vantage point
from which to see it. The reader may have to work hard to discern it, but her
efforts will be rewarded. Classic style, Thomas and Turner explain, is
aristocratic, not egalitarian: “Truth is available to all who are willing to work to
achieve it, but truth is certainly not commonly possessed by all and is no one’s

birthright.”2 The early bird gets the worm, for example, is plain. The early bird
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gets the worm, but the second mouse gets the cheese is classic.

Classic style overlaps with plain and practical styles. And all three differ
from self-conscious, relativistic, ironic, or postmodern styles, in which “the
writer’s chief, if unstated, concern is to escape being convicted of philosophical
naiveté about his own enterprise.” As Thomas and Turner note, “When we open
a cookbook, we completely put aside—and expect the author to put aside—the
kind of question that leads to the heart of certain philosophic and religious
traditions. Is it possible to talk about cooking? Do eggs really exist? Is food
something about which knowledge is possible? Can anyone else ever tell us
anything true about cooking? . . . Classic style similarly puts aside as
inappropriate philosophical questions about its enterprise. If it took those
questions up, it could never get around to treating its subject, and its purpose is
exclusively to treat its subject.”®

The different prose styles are not sharply demarcated, and many kinds of
writing blend the different styles or alternate between them. (Academic writing,
for example, tends to mix practical and self-conscious styles.) Classic style is an
ideal. Not all prose should be classic, and not all writers can carry off the
pretense. But knowing the hallmarks of classic style will make anyone a better
writer, and it is the strongest cure I know for the disease that enfeebles academic,
bureaucratic, corporate, legal, and official prose.

At first glance classic style sounds naive and philistine, suited only to a world of
concrete goings-on. Not so. Classic style is not the same as the common but
unhelpful advice to “avoid abstraction.” Sometimes we do have to write about
abstract ideas. What classic style does is explain them as if they were objects and
forces that would be recognizable to anyone standing in a position to see them.
Let’s see how classic style is used by the physicist Brian Greene to explain one

of the most exotic ideas the human mind has ever entertained, the theory of

multiple universes.”

Greene begins with the observation by astronomers in the 1920s that galaxies
were moving away from each other:

If space is now expanding, then at ever earlier times the universe must
have been ever smaller. At some moment in the distant past, everything
we now see—the ingredients responsible for every planet, every star,
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every galaxy, even space itself—must have been compressed to an
infinitesimal speck that then swelled outward, evolving into the universe
as we know it.

The big-bang theory was born. . . . Yet scientists were aware that the
big-bang theory suffered from a significant shortcoming. Of all things, it
leaves out the bang. Einstein’s equations do a wonderful job of describing
how the universe evolved from a split second after the bang, but the
equations break down (similar to the error message returned by a
calculator when you try to divide 1 by 0) when applied to the extreme
environment of the universe’s earliest moment. The big bang thus
provides no insight into what might have powered the bang itself.

Greene does not tut-tut over the fact that this reasoning depends on complex
mathematics. Instead he shows us, with images and everyday examples, what the
math reveals. We accept the theory of the big bang by watching a movie of
expanding space running backwards. We appreciate the abstruse concept of
equations breaking down through an example, division by zero, which we can
understand for ourselves in either of two ways. We can think it through: What
could dividing a number into zero parts actually mean? Or we can punch the
numbers into our calculators and see the error message ourselves.

Greene then tells us that astronomers recently made a surprising discovery,
which he illustrates with an analogy:

Just as the pull of earth’s gravity slows the ascent of a ball tossed upward,
the gravitational pull of each galaxy on every other must be slowing the
expansion of space. . . . [But] far from slowing down, the expansion of
space went into overdrive about 7 billion years ago and has been speeding
up ever since. That’s like gently tossing a ball upward, having it slow
down initially, but then rocket upward ever more quickly.

But soon they found an explanation, which he illustrates with a looser simile:

We’re all used to gravity being a force that does only one thing: pull
objects toward each other. But in Einstein’s . . . theory of relativity,
gravity can also . . . push things apart. . . . If space contains . . . an
invisible energy, sort of like an invisible mist that’s uniformly spread
through space, then the gravity exerted by the energy mist would be
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repulsive.
The dark energy hypothesis, however, led to yet another mystery:

When the astronomers deduced how much dark energy would have to
permeate every nook and cranny of space to account for the observed
cosmic speedup, they found a number that no one has been able to
explain . . .:

.00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000(

By displaying this number in all its multi-zeroed glory, Greene impresses upon
us the fact that it is very small yet oddly precise. He then points out that it is hard
to explain that value because it seems to be fine-tuned to allow life on earth to
come into being:

In universes with larger amounts of dark energy, whenever matter tries to
clump into galaxies, the repulsive push of the dark energy is so strong that
the clump gets blown apart, thwarting galactic formation. In universes
whose dark-energy value is much smaller, the repulsive push changes to
an attractive pull, causing those universes to collapse back on themselves
so quickly that again galaxies wouldn’t form. And without galaxies, there
are no stars, no planets, and so in those universes there’s no chance for
our form of life to exist.

To the rescue comes an idea which (Greene showed us earlier) explained the
bang in the big bang. According to the theory of inflationary cosmology, empty
space can spawn other big bangs, creating a vast number of other universes: a
multiverse. This makes the precise value of dark energy in our universe less
surprising:

We find ourselves in this universe and not another for much the same
reason we find ourselves on earth and not on Neptune—we find ourselves
where conditions are ripe for our form of life.

Of course! As long as there are many planets, one of them is likely to be at a
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find ourselves on that planet rather than on Neptune. So it would be if there are
many universes.
But scientists still faced a problem, which Greene illustrates with an analogy:

Just as it takes a well-stocked shoe store to guarantee you’ll find your
size, only a well-stocked multiverse can guarantee that our universe, with
its peculiar amount of dark energy, will be represented. On its own,
inflationary cosmology falls short of the mark. While its never-ending
series of big bangs would yield an immense collection of universes, many
would have similar features, like a shoe store with stacks and stacks of
sizes 5 and 13, but nothing in the size you seek.

The piece that completes the puzzle is string theory, according to which “the

tally of possible universes stands at the almost incomprehensible 10°°°, a number
so large it defies analogy.”

By combining inflationary cosmology and string theory, . . . the stock
room of universes overflows: in the hands of inflation, string theory’s
enormously diverse collection of possible universes become actual
universes, brought to life by one big bang after another. Our universe is
then virtually guaranteed to be among them. And because of the special
features necessary for our form of life, that’s the universe we inhabit.

In just three thousand words, Greene has caused us to understand a mind-
boggling idea, with no apology that the physics and math behind the theory
might be hard for him to explain or for readers to understand. He narrates a
series of events with the confidence that anyone looking at them will know what
they imply, because the examples he has chosen are exact. Division by zero is a
perfect example of “equations breaking down”; gravity tugs at a tossed ball in
exactly the way it slows cosmic expansion; the improbability of finding a
precisely specified item in a small pool of possibilities applies to both the sizes
of shoes in a store and the values of physical constants in a multiverse. The
examples are not so much metaphors or analogies as they are actual instances of
the phenomena he is explaining, and they are instances that readers can see with
their own eyes. This is classic style.

It may not be a coincidence that Greene, like many scientists since Galileo, is
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to the worldview of the scientist. Contrary to the common misunderstanding in
which Einstein proved that everything is relative and Heisenberg proved that
observers always affect what they observe, most scientists believe that there are
objective truths about the world and that they can be discovered by a
disinterested observer.

By the same token, the guiding image of classic prose could not be further
from the worldview of relativist academic ideologies such as postmodernism,
poststructuralism, and literary Marxism. And not coincidentally, it was scholars
with these worldviews who consistently won the annual Bad Writing Contest, a

publicity stunt held by the philosopher Denis Dutton during the late 1990s.8 First
place in 1997 went to the eminent critic Fredric Jameson for the opening
sentence of his book on film criticism:

The visual is essentially pornographic, which is to say that it has its end in
rapt, mindless fascination; thinking about its attributes becomes an
adjunct to that, if it is unwilling to betray its object; while the most austere
films necessarily draw their energy from the attempt to repress their own
excess (rather than from the more thankless effort to discipline the
viewer).

The assertion that “the visual is essentially pornographic” is not, to put it mildly,
a fact about the world that anyone can see. The phrase “which is to say”
promises an explanation, but it is just as baffling: can’t something have “its end
in rapt, mindless fascination” without being pornographic? The puzzled reader is
put on notice that her ability to understand the world counts for nothing; her role
is to behold the enigmatic pronouncements of the great scholar. Classic writing,
with its assumption of equality between writer and reader, makes the reader feel
like a genius. Bad writing makes the reader feel like a dunce.

The winning entry for 1998, by another eminent critic, Judith Butler, is also a
defiant repudiation of classic style:

The move from a structuralist account in which capital is understood to
structure social relations in relatively homologous ways to a view of
hegemony in which power relations are subject to repetition, convergence,
and rearticulation brought the question of temporality into the thinking of
structure, and marked a shift from a form of Althusserian theory that takes
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the contingent possibility of structure inaugurate a renewed conception of
hegemony as bound up with the contingent sites and strategies of the
rearticulation of power.

A reader of this intimidating passage can marvel at Butler’s ability to juggle
abstract propositions about still more abstract propositions, with no real-world
referent in sight. We have a move from an account of an understanding to a view
with a rearticulation of a question, which reminds me of the Hollywood party in
Annie Hall where a movie producer is overheard saying, “Right now it’s only a
notion, but I think I can get money to make it into a concept, and later turn it into
an idea.” What the reader cannot do is understand it—to see with her own eyes
what Butler is seeing. Insofar as the passage has a meaning at all, it seems to be
that some scholars have come to realize that power can change over time.

The abstruseness of the contest winners’ writing is deceptive. Most
academics can effortlessly dispense this kind of sludge, and many students, like
Zonker Harris in this Doonesbury cartoon, acquire the skill without having to be
taught:

Most. problems, like answers, | | Accordingly; most
MAN, HAVE have Ffinite resolutions. The | | problematic solu-

§ WHI
basis for these resolutions | | tions are fallible. 24P DUNNO, |
"Egﬁ Toﬁ_ contain many of the Mercifully, an1 /5 THIS? pga’};@f'y Eg"

conditional man

UNIVERSAL PRESS SYNDICATE  © 197 G. B. Trvdesw

Doonesbury © 1972 G. B. Trudeau. Reprinted with permission of Universal Uclick. All rights reserved.

Just as deceptive is the plain language of Greene’s explanation of the
multiverse. It takes cognitive toil and literary dexterity to pare an argument to its
essentials, narrate it in an orderly sequence, and illustrate it with analogies that
are both familiar and accurate. As Dolly Parton said, “You wouldn’t believe how
much it costs to look this cheap.”

The confident presentation of an idea in classic style should not be confused
with an arrogant insistence that it is correct. Elsewhere in his essay, Greene does
not hide the fact that many of his fellow physicists think that string theory and
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the multiverse are extravagant and unproven. He only wants readers to
understand them. Thomas and Turner explain that the reader of classic prose
“may conclude that a text is masterful, classic, and completely wrong.”2

And for all its directness, classic style remains a pretense, an imposture, a
stance. Even scientists, with their commitment to seeing the world as it is, are a
bit postmodern. They recognize that it’s hard to know the truth, that the world
doesn’t just reveal itself to us, that we understand the world through our theories
and constructs, which are not pictures but abstract propositions, and that our
ways of understanding the world must constantly be scrutinized for hidden
biases. It’s just that good writers don’t flaunt this anxiety in every passage they
write; they artfully conceal it for clarity’s sake.

Remembering that classic style is a pretense also makes sense of the
seemingly outlandish requirement that a writer know the truth before putting it
into words and not use the writing process to organize and clarify his thoughts.
Of course no writer works that way, but that is irrelevant. The goal of classic
style is to make it seem as if the writer’s thoughts were fully formed before he
clothed them in words. As with the celebrity chef in the immaculate television
kitchen who pulls a perfect soufflé out of the oven in the show’s final minute,
the messy work has been done beforehand and behind the scenes.

The rest of this chapter is organized as follows. The first subsection introduces
the concept of “metadiscourse,” followed by one of its principal manifestations,
the use of signposting. The second subsection reviews three issues: the problem
of focusing on a description of professional activity rather than an exposition of
subject matter, the overuse of apologetic language, and the disadvantages of
excessive hedging. Following this, the third subsection explains the issue of
prespecified verbal formulas. The fourth subsection covers issues having to do
with excessive abstraction, including overuse of nominalizations and passives.
Finally, I will review the main points of the preceding discussion.

Did you get all that?

I didn’t think so. That tedious paragraph was filled with metadiscourse—
verbiage about verbiage, such as subsection, review, and discussion.
Inexperienced writers often think they’re doing the reader a favor by guiding her
through the rest of the text with a detailed preview. In reality, previews that read
like a scrunched-up table of contents are there to help the writer, not the reader.
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At this point in the presentation, the terms mean nothing to the reader, and the
list is too long and arbitrary to stay in memory for long.

The previous paragraph reviewed the concept of metadiscourse. This
paragraph introduces one of its primary manifestations, the phenomenon of
signposting.

Clumsy writers do a lot of that, too. They unthinkingly follow the advice to
say what you’re going to say, say it, and then say what you’ve said. The advice
comes from classical rhetoric, and it makes sense for long orations: if a listener’s
mind momentarily wanders, the passage she has missed is gone forever. It’s not
as necessary in writing, where a reader can backtrack and look up what she’s
missed. And it can be intrusive in classic style, which simulates a conversation.
You would never announce to a companion, “I’m going to say three things to
you. The first thing I’'m going to say is that a woodpecker has just landed on that
tree.” You’d just say it.

The problem with thoughtless signposting is that the reader has to put more
work into understanding the signposts than she saves in seeing what they point
to, like complicated directions for a shortcut which take longer to figure out than
the time the shortcut would save. It’s better if the route is clearly enough laid out
that every turn is obvious when you get to it. Good writing takes advantage of a
reader’s expectations of where to go next. It accompanies the reader on a
journey, or arranges the material in a logical sequence (general to specific, big to
small, early to late), or tells a story with a narrative arc.

It’s not that authors should avoid signposting altogether. Even casual chitchat
has some signposting. Let me tell you a story. To make a long story short. In
other words. As I was saying. Mark my words. Did you hear the one about the
minister, the priest, and the rabbi? Like all writing decisions, the amount of
signposting requires judgment and compromise: too much, and the reader bogs
down in reading the signposts; too little, and she has no idea where she is being
led.

The art of classic prose is to signpost sparingly, as we do in conversation, and
with a minimum of metadiscourse. One way to introduce a topic without
metadiscourse is to open with a question:

This chapter discusses the factors that cause names to

. . -
rise and fall in popularity. What makes a name rise and fall in popularity?

Another is to use the guiding metaphor behind classic style, vision. The content
in a passage of writing is treated like a habpening in the world that can be seen
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with one’s eyeballs:
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The preceding paragraph demonstrated that parents
sometimes give a boy’s name to a girl, but never vice
versa.

As we have seen, parents sometimes give a boy’s name
to a girl, but never vice versa.

And since seeing implies seers, we no longer have to refer to paragraphs
“demonstrating” some things and sections “summarizing” other things, as if
blocks of printing had a mind of their own. The active parties are the writer and
the reader, who are taking in the spectacle together, and the writer can refer to
them with the good old pronoun we. That supplies him with still other metaphors
that can replace metadiscourse, such as moving together or cooperating on a
project:

The previous section analyzed the source of word
sounds. This section raises the question of word
meanings.

Now that we have explored the source of word sounds,
we arrive at the puzzle of word meanings.

The first topic to be discussed is proper names. Let’s begin with proper names.

As for the advice to say what you said, the key is the expression “in other
words.” There’s no sense in copying a sentence from every paragraph and
pasting them together at the end. That just forces the reader to figure out the
point of those sentences all over again, and it is tantamount to a confession that
the author isn’t presenting ideas (which can always be clothed in different
language) but just shuffling words around the page. A summary should repeat
enough of the key words to allow the reader to connect it back to the earlier
passages that spelled out the points in detail. But those words should be fitted
into new sentences that work together as a coherent passage of prose in its own
right. The summary should be self-contained, almost as if the material being
summarized had never existed.

Metadiscourse is not the only form of self-consciousness that bogs down
professional prose. Another is a confusion of the writer’s subject matter with his
line of work. Writers live in two universes. One is the world of the thing they
study: the poetry of Elizabeth Bishop, the development of language in children,
the Taiping Rebellion in China. The other is the world of their profession:
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getting articles published, going to conferences, keeping up with the trends and
gossip. Most of a researcher’s waking hours are spent in the second world, and
it’s easy for him to confuse the two. The result is the typical opening of an
academic paper:

In recent years, an increasing number of psychologists and linguists have turned their
attention to the problem of child language acquisition. In this article, recent research
on this process will be reviewed.

No offense, but very few people are interested in how professors spend their
time. Classic style ignores the hired help and looks directly at what they are
being paid to study:

All children acquire the ability to speak a language without explicit lessons. How do
they accomplish this feat?

To be fair, sometimes the topic of conversation really is the activity of
researchers, such as an overview intended to introduce graduate students or other
insiders to the scholarly literature in their chosen profession. But researchers are
apt to lose sight of whom they are writing for, and narcissistically describe the
obsessions of their guild rather than what the audience really wants to know.
Professional narcissism is by no means confined to academia. Journalists
assigned to an issue often cover the coverage, creating the notorious media echo
chamber. Museum signs explain how the shard in the showcase fits into a
classification of pottery styles rather than who made it or what it was used for.
Music and movie guides are dominated by data on how much money a work
grossed the weekend it was released, or how many weeks it spent in the theaters
or on the charts. Governments and corporations organize their Web sites around
their bureaucratic structure rather than the kinds of information a user seeks.

Self-conscious writers are also apt to whinge about how what they’re about to
do is so terribly difficult and complicated and controversial:

What are intractable conflicts? “Intractability” is a controversial concept, which
means different things to different people.

Resilience to stress is a complex multidimensional construct. Although there is no
one universally accepted definition of resilience, it is generally understood as the
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The problem of language acquisition is extremely complex. It is difficult to give
precise definitions of the concept of “language” and the concept of “acquisition”
and the concept of “children.” There is much uncertainty about the interpretation of
experimental data and a great deal of controversy surrounding the theories. More
research needs to be done.

The last of these quotations is a pastiche, but the other two are real, and all are
typical of the inward-looking style that makes academic writing so tedious. In
classic style, the writer credits the reader with enough intelligence to realize that
many concepts aren’t easy to define and that many controversies aren’t easy to
resolve. She is there to see what the writer will do about it.

Another bad habit of self-conscious writing is the prissy use of quotation
marks—sometimes called shudder quotes or scare quotes—to distance the writer
from a common idiom:

By combining forces, you could make the “whole more than the sum of its
parts.”

But this is not the “take home message.”

They may be able to “think outside the box” even when everybody else has a
fixed approach, but they do not always note when “enough is enough.”

It began as a movement led by a few “young turks” against an “old guard”
who dominated the profession.

She is a “quick study” and has been able to educate herself in virtually any
area that interests her.

The authors seem to be saying, “I couldn’t think of a more dignified way of
putting this, but please don’t think I’'m a flibbertigibbet who talks this way; I
really am a serious scholar.” The problem goes beyond prissiness. In the last
example, taken from a letter of recommendation, are we supposed to think that
the student is a quick study, or that she is a “quick study”—someone who is
alleged or rumored by others to be a quick study, but really isn’t? The use of
shudder quotes is taken to an extreme in the agonizingly self-conscious,
defiantly un-classic style of postmodernism, which rejects the possibility that
any word can ever refer to anything, or even that there is an objectively existing
world for words to refer to. Hence the 2004 headline in the satirical newspaper
The Onion on the passing of postmodernism’s leading light: JACQUES DERRIDA
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“DIES.”

Quotation marks have a number of legitimate uses, such as reproducing
someone else’s words (She said, “Fiddlesticks!”), mentioning a word as a word
rather than using it to convey its meaning (The New York Times uses
“millenniums,” not “millennia”), and signaling that the writer does not accept
the meaning of a word as it is being used by others in this context (They executed
their sister to preserve the family’s “honor”). Squeamishness about one’s own
choice of words is not among them. Classic style is confident about its own
voice. If you’re not comfortable using an expression without apologetic
quotation marks, you probably shouldn’t be using it at all.

And then there’s compulsive hedging. Many writers cushion their prose with
wads of fluff that imply that they are not willing to stand behind what they are
saying, including almost, apparently, comparatively, fairly, in part, nearly,
partially, predominantly, presumably, rather, relatively, seemingly, so to speak,
somewhat, sort of, to a certain degree, to some extent, and the ubiquitous I
would argue (does this mean that you would argue for your position if things
were different, but are not willing to argue for it now?). Consider the “virtually”
in the letter of recommendation excerpted above. Did the writer really mean to
say that there are some areas the student was interested in where she didn’t
bother to educate herself, or perhaps that she tried to educate herself in those
areas but lacked the competence to do so? And then there’s the scientist who
showed me a picture of her four-year-old daughter and said, beaming, “We
virtually adore her.”

Writers acquire the hedge habit to conform to the bureaucratic imperative
that’s abbreviated as CYA, which I'’ll spell out as Cover Your Anatomy. They
hope it will get them off the hook, or at least allow them to plead guilty to a
lesser charge, should a critic ever try to prove them wrong. It’s the same reason
that lawsuit-wary journalists drizzle the words allegedly and reportedly
throughout their copy, as in The alleged victim was found lying in a pool of
blood with a knife in his back.

There is an alternative slogan to Cover Your Anatomy: So Sue Me. A classic
writer counts on the common sense and ordinary charity of his readers, just as in
everyday conversation we know when a speaker means “in general” or “all else
being equal.” If someone tells you that Liz wants to move out of Seattle because
it’s a rainy city, you don’t interpret him as claiming that it rains there twenty-
four hours a day seven days a week just because he didn’t qualify his statement
with relatively rainy or somewhat rainy. As Thomas and Turner explain,
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“Accuracy becomes pedantry if it is indulged for its own sake. A classic writer
will phrase a subordinate point precisely but without the promise that it is

technically accurate. The convention between writer and reader is that the writer

is not to be challenged on these points because they are mere scaffolding.”1C

Any adversary who is unscrupulous enough to give the least charitable reading
to an unhedged statement will find an opening to attack the writer in a thicket of
hedged ones anyway.

Sometimes a writer has no choice but to hedge a statement. Better still, the
writer can qualify the statement, that is, spell out the circumstances in which it
does not hold, rather than leaving himself an escape hatch or being coy as to
whether he really means it. A statement in a legal document will be interpreted
adversarially, without the presumption of cooperation that governs an ordinary
conversation, so every exception must be spelled out. A scholar who is
proposing a hypothesis must go on the record with it in as precise a form as
possible at least once so that critics can see exactly what he is claiming and give
it their best shot. And if there is a reasonable chance that readers will
misinterpret a statistical tendency as an absolute law, a responsible writer will
anticipate the oversight and qualify the generalization accordingly.
Pronouncements like “Democracies don’t fight wars,” “Men are better than
women at geometry problems,” and “Eating broccoli prevents cancer” do not do
justice to the reality that these phenomena consist at most of small differences in
the means of two overlapping bell curves. Since there are serious consequences
to misinterpreting these statements as absolute laws, a responsible writer should
insert a qualifier like on average or all things being equal, together with a
slightly or somewhat. Best of all is to convey the magnitude of the effect and the
degree of certainty explicitly, in unhedged statements such as “During the
twentieth century, democracies were half as likely to go to war with each other
as autocracies were.” It’s not that good writers never hedge their claims. It’s that
their hedging is a choice, not a tic.

Paradoxically, intensifiers like very, highly, and extremely also work like
hedges. They not only fuzz up a writer’s prose but can undermine his intent. If
I’m wondering who pilfered the petty cash, it’s more reassuring to hear Not
Jones; he’s an honest man than Not Jones; he’s a very honest man. The reason is
that unmodified adjectives and nouns tend to be interpreted categorically: honest
means “completely honest,” or at least “completely honest in the way that
matters here” (just as Jack drank the bottle of beer implies that he chugged down
all of it, not just a sip or two). As soon as you add an intensifier, you’re turning
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an all-or-none dichotomy into a graduated scale. True, you’re trying to place
your subject high on the scale—say, an 8.7 out of 10—but it would have been
better if the reader were not considering his relative degree of honesty in the first
place. That’s the basis for the common advice (usually misattributed to Mark
Twain) to “substitute damn every time you’re inclined to write very; your editor

will delete it and the writing will be just as it should be”—though today the

substitution would have to be of a word stronger than damn.1!

Classic prose is a pleasant illusion, like losing yourself in a play. The writer must
work to keep up the impression that his prose is a window onto the scene rather
than just a mess of words. Like an actor with a wooden delivery, a writer who
relies on canned verbal formulas will break the spell. This is the kind of writer
who gets the ball rolling in his search for the holy grail, but finds that it’s neither
a magic bullet nor a slam dunk, so he rolls with the punches and lets the chips
fall where they may while seeing the glass as half-full, which is easier said than
done.

Avoid clichés like the plague—it’s a no-brainer.12 When a reader is forced to
work through one stale idiom after another, she stops converting the language

into mental images and slips back into just mouthing the words.12 Even worse,
since a cliché-monger has turned off his own visual brain as he plonks down one
dead idiom after another, he will inevitably mix his metaphors, and a reader who
does keep her visual brain going will be distracted by the ludicrous imagery. The
price of chicken wings, the company’s bread and butter, had risen. Leica had
been coasting on its laurels. Microsoft began a low-octane swan song. Jeff is a
renaissance man, drilling down to the core issues and pushing the envelope.
Unless you bite the bullet, you’ll shoot yourself in the foot. No one has yet
invented a condom that will knock people’s socks off. How low can the team
sink? Sky’s the limit!

Even when a shopworn image is the best way to convey an idea, a classic
writer can keep his reader engaged by remembering what the idiom literally
refers to and playing with the image to keep it in her mind’s eye:

Ever tried to explain to a New Yorker the finer points

of Slovakian coalition politics? I have. He almost

needed an adrenaline shot to come out of the coma.14

When Americans are told about foreign politics, their
eyes glaze over.
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With electronic publication, you can see your stuff
published just 15 seconds after you write it. It’s
scholarship on methamphetamines. Publication for
speed freaks.12

Electronic publication is scholarship on steroids.

To suggest that directing team owners is like herding cats

16

Trying to direct team owners is like herding cats. . -
is to give cats a bad name.=

Hobbes stripped the human personality for any Hobbes stripped the human personality for any
capacity for love or tenderness or even simple fellow- capacity for love or tenderness or even simple fellow-
feeling, leaving instead only fear. He threw out the feeling, leaving instead only fear. The bath was dry,
baby with the bathwater. and the baby had vanished.Z

And if you must use a cliché, why not word it in a way that makes physical
sense? When you think about it, the fate of an overlooked item is to fall through
or into the cracks, not between them, and the prototypical unrealizable desire is
to eat your cake and have it, not to have your cake and eat it (it’s easy to do
them in that order). And you’ll often be surprised, and your writing will be
livelier, if you take a few seconds to look up the original wording of a cliché. To
gild the lily is not just tired but visually less apt than either of the original
metaphors that it scrambles together (from Shakespeare’s King John), to paint
the lily and to gild refined gold, the latter of which neatly echoes the visual
redundancy in the overlap in sound between gild and gold. For that matter, you
could avoid cliché altogether by adapting one of the other images in the full
sentence: “To gild refined gold, to paint the lily, to throw a perfume on the
violet, to smooth the ice, or add another hue unto the rainbow, or with taper-light
to seek the beauteous eye of heaven to garnish, is wasteful and ridiculous
excess.”

Thoughtless clichés can even be dangerous. I sometimes wonder how much
irrationality in the world has been excused by the nonsensical saying
“Consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds,” a corruption of Ralph Waldo
Emerson’s remark about “a foolish consistency.” Recently a White House
official referred to the American Israel Political Affairs Committee as “the 800-
pound gorilla in the room,” confusing the elephant in the room (something that
everyone pretends to ignore) with an 800-pound gorilla (something that is
powerful enough to do whatever it wants, from the joke “Where does an 800-
pound gorilla sit?””). Given the controversy over whether the Israel lobby is
merely undernoticed in American foreign policy or nefariously all-controlling,
the meaning of the first cliché is a commonplace; the meaning of the second,
incendiary.

Though no writer can avoid idioms altogether—they’re part of the English
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lexicon, just like individual words—good writers reach for fresh similes and
metaphors that keep the reader’s sensory cortexes lit up. Shakespeare advises
against “adding another hue unto the rainbow”; Dickens describes a man “with
such long legs that he looked like the afternoon shadow of somebody else”;

Nabokov has Lolita plopping into a seat, “her legs splayed, starfish-style.”18 But
you don’t have to be a great fiction writer to engage a reader’s mental imagery.
A psychologist explains a computer simulation in which activation builds up in a

neuron until it fires “like popcorn in a pan.”!2 An editor looking to sign up new
talent writes about attending a funeral at which “the concentration of authors was
so dense, I felt like an Alaskan grizzly at the foot of a waterfall, poised to pull

out salmon by the paw-ful.”22 Even the bassist of the fictional rock band Spinal
Tap deserves our admiration, if not for his literary acumen then for his attention
to imagery, when he told an interviewer: “We’re very lucky in the band in that
we have two distinct visionaries, David and Nigel; they’re like poets, like
Shelley and Byron. . . . It’s like fire and ice, basically. I feel my role in the band
is to be somewhere in the middle of that, kind of like lukewarm water.”

In classic prose the writer is directing the gaze of the reader to something in the
world she can see for herself. All eyes are on an agent: a protagonist, a mover
and shaker, a driving force. The agent pushes or prods something, and it moves
or changes. Or something interesting comes into view, and the reader examines
it part by part. Classic style minimizes abstractions, which cannot be seen with
the naked eye. This doesn’t mean that it avoids abstract subject matter
(remember Brian Greene’s explanation of the multiverse), only that it shows the
events making up that subject matter transparently, by narrating an unfolding
plot with real characters doing things, rather than by naming an abstract concept
that encapsulates those events in a single word. Look at the stuffy passages on
the left, which are filled with abstract nouns (underlined), and compare them
with the more direct versions on the right:

The researchers found that groups that are typically
associated with low alcoholism levels actually have
moderate amounts of alcohol intake, yet still have low
levels of high intake associated with alcoholism, such
as Jews.

The researchers found that in groups with little
alcoholism, such as Jews, people actually drink
moderate amounts of alcohol, but few of them drink
too much and become alcoholics.

I have serious doubts that trying to amend the
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Constitution would work on an actual level. On the
aspirational level, however, a constitutional
amendment strategy may be more valuable.

Individuals with mental health issues can become
dangerous. It is important to approach this subject from
a variety of strategies, including mental health
assistance but also from a law enforcement

perspective.

What are the prospects for reconciling a prejudice
reduction model of change, designed to get people to
like one another more, with a collective action model
of change, designed to ignite struggles to achieve
intergroup equality?

I doubt that trying to amend the Constitution would
actually succeed, but it may be valuable to aspire to it.

People who are mentally ill can become dangerous.
We need to consult mental health professionals, but we
also may have to inform the police.

Should we try to change society by reducing prejudice,
that is, by getting people to like one another? Or
should we encourage disadvantaged groups to struggle
for equality through collective action? Or can we do
both?

Could you recognize a “level” or a “perspective” if you met one on the street?
Could you point it out to someone else? What about an approach, an assumption,
a concept, a condition, a context, a framework, an issue, a model, a process, a
range, a role, a strategy, a tendency, or a variable? These are metaconcepts:
concepts about concepts. They serve as a kind of packing material in which
academics, bureaucrats, and corporate mouthpieces clad their subject matter.
Only when the packaging is hacked away does the object come into view. The
phrase on the aspirational level adds nothing to aspire, nor is a prejudice
reduction model any more sophisticated than reducing prejudice. Recall that the
winning sentence in the 1998 Bad Writing Contest consisted almost entirely of

metaconcepts.

Together with verbal coffins like model and level in which writers entomb
their actors and actions, the English language provides them with a dangerous
weapon called nominalization: making something into a noun. The
nominalization rule takes a perfectly spry verb and embalms it into a lifeless
noun by adding a suffix like —ance, —ment, —ation, or —ing. Instead of affirming
an idea, you effect its affirmation; rather than postponing something, you
implement a postponement. The writing scholar Helen Sword calls them zombie
nouns because they lumber across the scene without a conscious agent directing

their motion.2! They can turn prose into a night of the living dead:

Prevention of neurogenesis diminished social
avoidance.

Participants read assertions whose veracity was either
affirmed or denied by the subsequent presentation of
an assessment word.

When we prevented neurogenesis, the mice no longer
avoided other mice.

We presented participants with a sentence, followed by
the word TRUE or FALSE.
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vve exciuued peoplie wiio idiied w uladersidiu uie

Comprehension checks were used as exclusion criteria. . .
instructions.

It may be that some missing genes are more Perhaps some missing genes contribute to the spatial
contributive to the spatial deficit. deficit.

The last example shows that verbs can be drained of life when they are turned
into adjectives, too, as when contribute becomes contributive to or aspire
becomes on the aspirational level. As this cartoon by Tom Toles suggests,
zombie nouns and adjectives are one of the signatures of academese:

INCOMPLETE IMPLEMENTAT/ON OF
STRATEGIZED PROGRAMMATICS DESIGNATED
TO MANIMIZE ACQUISITION OF AWARENESS
1 AND UTILIZATION OF COMMUNICATIONS SKILLS

' PURSUANT 7O STANDARDIZED REVIEW AND
‘ ASSESSMENT OF LANGUAGINAL DEVELOPMENT:

NN

\ -~
S5
i
JI'
r AR 0

The reasbn'VeTbal SAT scores are at an all-time low:

ANY INTERROGATORY
VERBALIZATIONS ? — %

Toles © The Washington Post. Reprinted with permission of Universal Uclick. All rights reserved.

Any interrogatory verbalizations? But it’s not just academics who loose these
zombies on the world. In response to a hurricane which threatened the
Republican National Convention in 2012, Florida governor Rick Scott told the
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press, “There is not any anticipation there will be a cancellation,” that is, he
didn’t anticipate that he would have to cancel the convention. And in 2014
Secretary of State John Kerry announced, “The president is desirous of trying to
see how we can make our efforts in order to find a way to facilitate,” to wit, the
president wanted to help. Once again the professional habit has not gone
unnoticed by satirists, such as in the MacNelly cartoon on the next page, which
appeared when Alexander Haig, the notoriously creative suffixer who served as
secretary of state in the Reagan administration, resigned from his post:

j « . W
o R R . i 0 o .

-
e

T decisioned the necessifaction of \
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foreign pelicy away from our originatious
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above all, clarity.
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When a grammatical construction is associated with politicians you can be
sure that it provides a way to evade responsibility. Zombie nouns, unlike the
verbs whose bodies they snatched, can shamble around without subjects. That is
what they have in common with the passive constructions that also bog down
these examples, like was affirmed and were used. And in a third evasive
maneuver, many students and politicians stay away from the pronouns I, me, and
you. The social psychologist Gordon Allport called out these tactics in an
“Epistle to Thesis Writers”:

Your anxiety and feeling of insecurity will tempt you to an excessive use
of the passive voice:
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On the basis of the analysis which was made of the data which were
collected, it is suggested that the null hypothesis can be rejected.

Please, sir; I didn’t do it! It was done! Try to conquer your cowardice, and
start your concluding chapter with the creative assertion: Lo! I found . . .

You may attempt to defend your enervating use of the passive voice by
pointing out that the only alternative is excessive reliance upon the first
person personal pronoun or upon the pontifical We. It is safer, you

conclude, to choose self-effacement at this critical moment in your career.

I reply: even in critical moments I see no harm in saying I if I mean 1.22

Often the pronouns I, me, and you are not just harmless but downright
helpful. They simulate a conversation, as classic style recommends, and they are
gifts to the memory-challenged reader. It takes a good deal of mental effort to
keep track of a cast of characters identified as hes, shes, and theys. But unless
one is in the throes of a meditative trance or an ecstatic rapture, one never loses
track of oneself or of the person one is addressing (I, we, you). That’s why
guidelines on how to avoid legalese and other turbid professional styles call for
using first-and second-person pronouns, inverting passives into actives, and
letting verbs be verbs rather than zombie nouns. Here are some examples of
discouraged and recommended wordings from the Pennsylvania Plain Language
Consumer Contract Act:

If the Buyer is behind in making payments, the Seller
may:

1. Hire an attorney to collect the money.

2. Charge the Buyer for the attorney’s fees.

If the Buyer defaults and the Seller commences
collection through an attorney, the Buyer will be liable
for attorney’s fees.

If the outstanding balance is prepaid in full, the If I pay the whole amount before the due date, you will
unearned finance charge will be refunded. refund the unearned portion of the finance charge.

The Buyer is obligated to make all payments I will make all payments as they become due.

hereunder.
Membership fees paid prior to the opening of the club If I pay membership fees before the club opens, the
will be placed in trust. club will put the money in a trust account.23

A concrete and conversational style does more than make professional
verbiage easier to read; it can be a matter of life and death. Take this warning
sticker on a portable generator:
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Mild Exposure to CO can result in accumulated damage over time.
Extreme Exposure to CO may rapidly be fatal without producing
significant warning symptoms.

Infants, children, older adults, and people with health conditions are more
easily affected by Carbon Monoxide and their symptoms are more severe.

It’s in the third person, and filled with zombie nouns like Extreme Exposure and
passives like are more easily affected. People can read it and not get the feeling
that anything terrible will happen. Perhaps as a result, every year more than a
hundred Americans inadvertently turn their homes into gas chambers and
execute themselves and their families by running generators and combustion
heaters indoors. Much better is this sticker found on a recent model:

Using a generator indoors CAN KILL YOU IN MINUTES.

Generator exhaust contains carbon monoxide. This is a poison you cannot
see or smell.

NEVER use inside a home or garage, EVEN IF doors and windows are
open.

Only use OUTSIDE and far away from windows, doors, and vents.

In this sticker a concrete verb in the active voice and the use of the second
person narrate a concrete event: if you do this, it can kill you. And what is
intended as a warning is expressed in the imperative (NEVER use inside), just as
one would do in a conversation, rather than as an impersonal generalization
(Mild Exposure can result in damage).

The advice to bring zombie nouns back to life as verbs and to convert
passives into actives is ubiquitous in style guides and plain language laws. For
the reasons we’ve just seen, it’s often good advice. But it’s good advice only
when a writer or an editor understands why it’s being offered. No English
construction could have survived in the language for a millennium and a half
unless it had continued to serve some purpose, and that includes passives and
nominalizations. They may be overused, and often they are badly used, but that
does not mean they should not be used at all. Nominalizations, as we will see in
chapter 5, can be useful in connecting a sentence to those that came before,
keeping the passage coherent. The passive voice, too, has several uses in
English. One of them (I’1l take up the others in chapters 4 and 5) is indispensable
to classic style: the passive allows the writer to direct the reader’s gaze, like a
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cinematographer choosing the best camera angle.

Often a writer needs to steer the reader’s attention away from the agent of an
action. The passive allows him to do so because the agent can be left
unmentioned, which is impossible in the active voice. You can say Pooh ate the
honey (active voice, actor mentioned), The honey was eaten by Pooh (passive
voice, actor mentioned), or The honey was eaten (passive voice, actor
unmentioned)—but not Ate the honey (active voice, actor unmentioned).
Sometimes the omission is ethically questionable, as when the sidestepping
politician admits only that “mistakes were made,” omitting the phrase with by
that would identify who made those mistakes. But sometimes the ability to omit
an agent comes in handy because the minor characters in the story are a
distraction. As the linguist Geoffrey Pullum has noted, there is nothing wrong
with a news report that uses the passive voice to say, “Helicopters were flown in

to put out the fires.”2# The reader does not need to be informed that a guy named
Bob was flying one of the helicopters.

Even when both the actor and the target of an action are visible in the scene,
the choice of the active or passive voice allows the writer to keep the reader
focused on one of those characters before pointing out an interesting fact
involving that character. That’s because the reader’s attention usually starts out
on the entity named by the subject of the sentence. Actives and passives differ in
which character gets to be the subject, and hence which starts out in the reader’s
mental spotlight. An active construction trains the reader’s gaze on someone
who is doing something: See that lady with the shopping bag? She’s pelting a
mime with zucchini. The passive trains the reader’s gaze on someone who’s
having something done to him: See that mime? He’s being pelted with zucchini
by the lady with the shopping bag. Using the wrong voice can make the reader
crane back and forth like a spectator at a tennis match: See that lady with the
shopping bag? A mime is being pelted with zucchini by her.

The problem with the passives that bog down bureaucratic and academic
prose is that they are not selected with these purposes in mind. They are
symptoms of absent-mindedness in a writer who has forgotten that he should be
staging an event for the reader. He knows how the story turned out, so he just
describes the outcome (something was done). But the reader, with no agent in
sight, has no way to visualize the event being moved forward by its instigator.
She is forced to imagine an effect without a cause, which is as hard to visualize
as Lewis Carroll’s grin without a cat.
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In this chapter I have tried to call your attention to many of the writerly habits
that result in soggy prose: metadiscourse, signposting, hedging, apologizing,
professional narcissism, clichés, mixed metaphors, metaconcepts, zombie nouns,
and unnecessary passives. Writers who want to invigorate their prose could try
to memorize that list of don’ts. But it’s better to keep in mind the guiding
metaphor of classic style: a writer, in conversation with a reader, directs the
reader’s gaze to something in the world. Each of the don’ts corresponds to a way
in which a writer can stray from this scenario.

Classic style is not the only way to write. But it’s an ideal that can pull
writers away from many of their worst habits, and it works particularly well
because it makes the unnatural act of writing seem like two of our most natural
acts: talking and seeing.



www. ur dukut abkhanapk. bl ogspot . comr

Chapter 3

THE CURSE OF KNOWLEDGE

THE MAIN CAUSE OF INCOMPREHENSIBLE PROSE IS THE
DIFFICULTY OF IMAGINING WHAT IT'S LIKE FOR SOMEONE
ELSE NOT TO KNOW SOMETHING THAT YOU KNOW

hy is so much writing so hard to understand? Why must a typical reader
struggle to follow an academic article, the fine print on a tax return, or the
instructions for setting up a wireless home network?
The most popular explanation I hear is the one captured in this cartoon:
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Good start. Needs more gibberish.

According to this theory, opaque prose is a deliberate choice. Bureaucrats and
business managers insist on gibberish to cover their anatomy. Plaid-clad tech
writers get their revenge on the jocks who kicked sand in their faces and the girls
who turned them down for dates. Pseudo-intellectuals spout obscure verbiage to
hide the fact that they have nothing to say. Academics in the softer fields dress
up the trivial and obvious with the trappings of scientific sophistication, hoping
to bamboozle their audiences with highfalutin gobbledygook. Here is Calvin
explaining the principle to Hobbes:
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T USED TO HATE WRITING
ASSIGNMENTS |, BUT Now

T ENJo! THEM,

1 REALIZED THAT THE
PURPOSE OF WRITING 1S
TO INFLATE WEAK IDEAS,
ORSCURE POOR REASONING,
AND INHIBIT CLARITY,

WITH A LITTLE PRACTICE,
WRITING CAN BE AN
INTIMIDATING  AND
IMPENETRABLE FOG!
WANT TO SEE MY BooK

"THE DINAMICS OF INTERBEING
AND MONOLOGICAL. IMPERATINES
W DICK AND JANE = A STUDY

IN PSYCHIC TRANSRELATIONAL
GEMDER MODES.”
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Calvin and Hobbes © 1993 Watterson. Reprinted with permission of Universal Uclick. All rights reserved.

I have long been skeptical of the bamboozlement theory, because in my
experience it does not ring true. I know many scholars who have nothing to hide
and no need to impress. They do groundbreaking work on important subjects,
reason well about clear ideas, and are honest, down-to-earth people, the kind
you’d enjoy having a beer with. Still, their writing stinks.

People often tell me that academics have no choice but to write badly because
the gatekeepers of journals and university presses insist on ponderous language
as proof of one’s seriousness. This has not been my experience, and it turns out
to be a myth. In Stylish Academic Writing (no, it is not one of the world’s
thinnest books), Helen Sword masochistically analyzed the literary style in a

sample of five hundred articles in academic journals, and found that a healthy

minority in every field were written with grace and verve.1

In explaining any human shortcoming, the first tool I reach for is Hanlon’s
Razor: Never attribute to malice that which is adequately explained by

stupidity.2 The kind of stupidity I have in mind has nothing to do with ignorance
or low IQ; in fact, it’s often the brightest and best informed who suffer the most
from it. I once attended a lecture on biology addressed to a large general
audience at a conference on technology, entertainment, and design. The lecture
was also being filmed for distribution over the Internet to millions of other
laypeople. The speaker was an eminent biologist who had been invited to
explain his recent breakthrough in the structure of DNA. He launched into a
jargon-packed technical presentation that was geared to his fellow molecular
biologists, and it was immediately apparent to everyone in the room that none of
them understood a word. Apparent to everyone, that is, except the eminent
biologist. When the host interrupted and asked him to explain the work more
clearly, he seemed genuinely surprised and not a little annoyed. This is the kind
of stupidity I am talking about.
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Call it the Curse of Knowledge: a difficulty in imagining what it is like for
someone else not to know something that you know. The term was invented by
economists to help explain why people are not as shrewd in bargaining as they
could be, in theory, when they possess information that their opposite number

does not.2 A used-car dealer, for example, should price a lemon at the same
value as a creampuff of the same make and model, because customers have no
way to tell the difference. (In this kind of analysis, economists imagine that
everyone is an amoral profit-maximizer, so no one does anything just for
honesty’s sake.) But at least in experimental markets, sellers don’t take full
advantage of their private knowledge. They price their assets as if their
customers knew as much about their quality as they do.

The curse of knowledge is far more than a curiosity in economic theory. The
inability to set aside something that you know but that someone else does not
know is such a pervasive affliction of the human mind that psychologists keep
discovering related versions of it and giving it new names. There is egocentrism,
the inability of children to imagine a simple scene, such as three toy mountains

on a tabletop, from another person’s vantage point.# There’s hindsight bias, the
tendency of people to think that an outcome they happen to know, such as the
confirmation of a disease diagnosis or the outcome of a war, should have been

obvious to someone who had to make a prediction about it before the fact.2
There’s false consensus, in which people who make a touchy personal decision
(like agreeing to help an experimenter by wearing a sandwich board around
campus with the word REPENT) assume that everyone else would make the same

decision.® There’s illusory transparency, in which observers who privately know
the backstory to a conversation and thus can tell that a speaker is being sarcastic

assume that the speaker’s naive listeners can somehow detect the sarcasm, too.”
And there’s mindblindness, a failure to mentalize, or a lack of a theory of mind,
in which a three-year-old who sees a toy being hidden while a second child is

out of the room assumes that the other child will look for it in its actual location

rather than where she last saw it.2 (In a related demonstration, a child comes into
the lab, opens a candy box, and is surprised to find pencils in it. Not only does
the child think that another child entering the lab will know it contains pencils,
but the child will say that he himself knew it contained pencils all along!)
Children mostly outgrow the inability to separate their own knowledge from
someone else’s, but not entirely. Even adults slightly tilt their guess about where
a person will look for a hidden object in the direction of where they themselves
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know the object to be.2

Adults are particularly accursed when they try to estimate other people’s
knowledge and skills. If a student happens to know the meaning of an
uncommon word like apogee or elucidate, or the answer to a factual question
like where Napoleon was born or what the brightest star in the sky is, she

assumes that other students know it, too.12 When experimental volunteers are
given a list of anagrams to unscramble, some of which are easier than others
because the answers were shown to them beforehand, they rate the ones that are
easier for them (because they’d seen the answers) to be magically easier for

everyone.l And when experienced cell phone users were asked how long it
would take novices to learn to use the phone, they guessed thirteen minutes; in

fact, it took thirty-two.12 Users with less expertise were more accurate in
predicting the learning curves, though their guess, too, fell short: they predicted
twenty minutes. The better you know something, the less you remember about
how hard it was to learn.

The curse of knowledge is the single best explanation I know of why good

people write bad prose.12 It simply doesn’t occur to the writer that her readers
don’t know what she knows—that they haven’t mastered the patois of her guild,
can’t divine the missing steps that seem too obvious to mention, have no way to
visualize a scene that to her is as clear as day.* And so she doesn’t bother to
explain the jargon, or spell out the logic, or supply the necessary detail. The
ubiquitous experience shown in this New Yorker cartoon is a familiar example:
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Anyone who wants to lift the curse of knowledge must first appreciate what a
devilish curse it is. Like a drunk who is too impaired to realize that he is too
impaired to drive, we do not notice the curse because the curse prevents us from
noticing it. This blindness impairs us in every act of communication. Students in
a team-taught course save their papers under the name of the professor who
assigned it, so I get a dozen email attachments named “pinker.doc.” The
professors rename the papers, so Lisa Smith gets back a dozen attachments
named “smith.doc.” I go to a Web site for a trusted-traveler program and have to
decide whether to click on GOES, Nexus, GlobalEntry, Sentri, Flux, or FAST—
bureaucratic terms that mean nothing to me. A trail map informs me that a hike
to a waterfall takes two hours, without specifying whether that means each way
or for a round trip, and it fails to show several unmarked forks along the trail.
My apartment is cluttered with gadgets that I can never remember how to use
because of inscrutable buttons which may have to be held down for one, two, or
four seconds, sometimes two at a time, and which often do different things
depending on invisible “modes” toggled by still other buttons. When I’'m lucky
enough to find the manual, it enlightens me with explanations like “In the state
of {alarm and chime setting}. Press the [SET] key and the {alarm ‘hour’ setting}
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e{alarm ‘minute’ setting}e{time ‘hour’ setting}e{time ‘minute’ setting}9
{‘year’ setting}e{‘month’ setting}9 {‘day’ setting} will be completed in turn.
And press the [MODE] key to adjust the set items.” I’m sure it was perfectly
clear to the engineers who designed it.

Multiply these daily frustrations by a few billion, and you begin to see that
the curse of knowledge is a pervasive drag on the strivings of humanity, on a par
with corruption, disease, and entropy. Cadres of expensive professionals—
lawyers, accountants, computer gurus, help-line responders—drain vast sums of
money from the economy to clarify poorly drafted text. There’s an old saying
that for the want of a nail the battle was lost, and the same is true for the want of
an adjective: the Charge of the Light Brigade during the Crimean War is only the
most famous example of a military disaster caused by vague orders. The nuclear
meltdown at Three Mile Island in 1979 has been attributed to poor wording
(operators misinterpreted the label on a warning light), as has the deadliest plane
crash in history, in which the pilot of a 747 at Tenerife Airport radioed he was at
takeoff, by which he meant “taking off,” but an air traffic controller interpreted it
as “at the takeoff position” and failed to stop him before he plowed his plane
into another 747 on the runway.1 The visually confusing “butterfly ballot”
given to Palm Beach voters in the 2000 American presidential election led many
supporters of Al Gore to vote for the wrong candidate, which may have swung
the election to George W. Bush, changing the course of history.

How can we lift the curse of knowledge? The traditional advice—always
remember the reader over your shoulder—is not as effective as you might

think.12 The problem is that just trying harder to put yourself in someone else’s
shoes doesn’t make you a whole lot more accurate in figuring out what that

person knows.1® When you’ve learned something so well that you forget that
other people may not know it, you also forget to check whether they know it.
Several studies have shown that people are not easily disabused of their curse of

knowledge, even when they are told to keep the reader in mind, to remember

what it was like to learn something, or to ignore what they know.1Z

But imagining the reader over your shoulder is a start. Occasionally people
do learn to discount their knowledge when they are shown how it biases their
judgments, and if you’ve read to this point, perhaps you will be receptive to the
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warning.18 So for what it’s worth: Hey, I’m talking to you. Your readers know a
lot less about your subject than you think they do, and unless you keep track of
what you know that they don’t, you are guaranteed to confuse them.

A better way to exorcise the curse of knowledge is to be aware of specific
pitfalls that it sets in your path. There’s one that everyone is at least vaguely
aware of: the use of jargon, abbreviations, and technical vocabulary. Every
human pastime—music, cooking, sports, art, theoretical physics—develops an
argot to spare its enthusiasts from having to say or type a long-winded
description every time they refer to a familiar concept in each other’s company.
The problem is that as we become proficient at our job or hobby we come to use
these catchwords so often that they flow out of our fingers automatically, and we
forget that our readers may not be members of the clubhouse in which we
learned them.

Obviously writers cannot avoid abbreviations and technical terms altogether.
Shorthand terms are unobjectionable, indeed indispensable, when a term has
become entrenched in the community one is writing for. Biologists needn’t
define transcription factor or spell out mRNA every time they refer to those
things, and many technical terms become so common and are so useful that they
eventually cross over into everyday parlance, like cloning, gene, and DNA. But
the curse of knowledge ensures that most writers will overestimate how standard
a term has become and how wide the community is that has learned it.

A surprising amount of jargon can simply be banished and no one will be the
worse for it. A scientist who replaces murine model with rats and mice will use
up no more space on the page and be no less scientific. Philosophers are every
bit as rigorous when they put away Latin expressions like ceteris paribus, inter
alia, and simpliciter and write in English instead: other things being equal,
among other things, and in and of itself. And though nonlawyers might assume
that the language of contracts, such as the party of the first part, must serve some
legal purpose, most of it is superfluous. As Adam Freedman points out in his
book on legalese, “What distinguishes legal boilerplate is its combination of

archaic terminology and frenzied verbosity, as though it were written by a
medieval scribe on crack.”12

Abbreviations are tempting to thoughtless writers because they can save a
few keystrokes every time they have to use the term. The writers forget that the
few seconds they add to their own lives come at the cost of many minutes stolen
from the lives of their readers. I stare at a table of numbers whose columns are

labeled DA DN SA SN, and have to flip back and scan for the explanation:
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Dissimilar Affirmative, Dissimilar Negative, Similar Affirmative, Similar
Negative. Each abbreviation is surrounded by many inches of white space. What
possible reason could there have been for the author not to spell them out?
Abbreviations that are coined for a single piece of writing are best avoided
altogether, to spare the reader from having to engage in the famously tedious
memory task called paired-associate learning, in which psychologists force their
participants to memorize arbitrary pairs of text like DAX-QOV. Even
moderately common abbreviations should be spelled out on first use. As Strunk
and White point out, “Not everyone knows that SALT means Strategic Arms
Limitation Talks, and even if everyone did, there are babies being born every
minute who will someday encounter the name for the first time. They deserve to

see the words, not simply the initials.”2? The hazard is not limited to professional
prose. Some of us receive annual Christmas letters in which the household
spokesperson cheerily writes, “Irwin and I had a great time at the IHRP after
dispatching the children to the UNER, and we all continue work on our ECPs at
the SFBS.”

A considerate writer will also cultivate the habit of adding a few words of
explanation to common technical terms, as in “Arabidopsis, a flowering mustard
plant,” rather than the bare “Arabidopsis” (which I’ve seen in many science
articles). It’s not just an act of magnanimity: a writer who explains technical
terms can multiply her readership a thousandfold at the cost of a handful of
characters, the literary equivalent of picking up hundred-dollar bills on the
sidewalk. Readers will also thank a writer for the copious use of for example, as
in, and such as, because an explanation without an example is little better than
no explanation at all. For example: Here’s an explanation of the rhetorical term
syllepsis: “the use of a word that relates to, qualifies, or governs two or more
other words but has a different meaning in relation to each.” Got that? Now let’s
say I continue with “. . . such as when Benjamin Franklin said, “‘We must all
hang together, or assuredly we shall all hang separately.’” Clearer, no? No?
Sometimes two examples are better than one, because they allow the reader to
triangulate on which aspect of the example is relevant to the definition. What if I
add “. .. or when Groucho Marx said, “You can leave in a taxi, and if you can’t

get a taxi, you can leave in a huff’”?2

And when technical terms are unavoidable, why not choose ones that are easy
for readers to understand and remember? Ironically, the field of linguistics is
among the worst offenders, with dozens of mystifying technical terms: themes
that have nothing to do with themes; PRO and pro, which are pronounced the
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same way but refer to different things; stage-level and individual-level
predicates, which are just unintuitive ways of saying “temporary” and
“permanent”; and Principles A, B, and C, which could just as easily have been
called the Reflexive Principle, the Pronoun Principle, and the Noun Principle.
For a long time I got a headache reading papers in semantics that analyzed the
two meanings of some. In a loose, conversational sense, some implies “some, but
not all”: when I say Some men are chauvinists, it’s natural to interpret me as
implying that others are not. But in a strict, logical sense, some means “at least
one” and does not rule out “all”; there’s no contradiction in saying Some men are
chauvinists; indeed, all of them are. Many linguists refer to the two meanings as
the “upper-bounded” and “lower-bounded” senses, labels borrowed from
mathematics, and I could never keep them straight. At last I came across a
limpid semanticist who referred to them as the “only” and “at-least” senses,
labels from everyday English, and I've followed the literature ever since.

This vignette shows that even belonging to the same professional club as a
writer is no protection against her curse of knowledge. I suffer the daily
experience of being baffled by articles in my field, my subfield, even my sub-
sub-subfield. Take this sentence from an article I just read by two eminent
cognitive neuroscientists, which appeared in a journal that publishes brief review
articles for a wide readership:

The slow and integrative nature of conscious perception is confirmed
behaviorally by observations such as the “rabbit illusion” and its variants,
where the way in which a stimulus is ultimately perceived is influenced
by poststimulus events arising several hundreds of milliseconds after the
original stimulus.

After I macheted my way through the overgrowth of passives, zombies, and
redundancies, I determined that the content of the sentence resided in the term
“rabbit illusion,” the phenomenon which is supposed to demonstrate “the
integrative nature of conscious perception.” The authors write as if everyone
knows what the “rabbit illusion” is, but I’ve been in this business for nearly forty
years and had never heard of it. Nor does their explanation enlighten. How are
we supposed to visualize “a stimulus,” “poststimulus events,” and “the way in
which a stimulus is ultimately perceived”? And what does any of this have to do
with rabbits? Richard Feynman once wrote, “If you ever hear yourself saying, ‘I
think I understand this,’ that means you don’t.” Though the article had been
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written tor the likes ot me, the best I could say after reading this explanation
was, “I think I understand this.”

So I did a bit of digging and uncovered a Cutaneous Rabbit Illusion, in which
if you close your eyes and someone taps you a few times on the wrist, then on
the elbow, and then on the shoulder, it feels like a string of taps running up the
length of your arm, like a hopping rabbit. OK, now I get it—a person’s
conscious experience of where the early taps fell depends on the location of the
later taps. But why didn’t the authors just say that, which would have taken no
more words than “stimulus this” and “poststimulus that”?

The curse of knowledge is insidious, because it conceals not only the contents of
our thoughts from us but their very form. When we know something well, we
don’t realize how abstractly we think about it. And we forget that other people,
who have lived their own lives, have not gone through our idiosyncratic histories
of abstractification.

There are two ways in which thoughts can lose their moorings in the land of
the concrete. One is called chunking. Human working memory can hold only a
few items at a time. Psychologists used to think that its capacity was around
seven items (plus or minus two), but later downsized even that estimate, and
today believe it is closer to three or four. Fortunately, the rest of the brain is
equipped with a workaround for the bottleneck. It can package ideas into bigger

and bigger units, which the psychologist George Miller dubbed “chunks.”22
(Miller was one of the greatest stylists in the history of the behavioral sciences,
and it’s no coincidence that he co-opted this homey term rather than inventing

some technical jargon.)22 Each chunk, no matter how much information is
packed inside it, occupies a single slot in working memory. Thus we can hold in
mind just a few of the letters from an arbitrary sequence ike MDPHDRS YV
P CE OIH O P. But if they belong to well-learned chunks such as
abbreviations or words, like the ones that pop out when we group the letters as
MD PHD RSVP CEO IHOP, five chunks, we can remember all sixteen. Our
capacity can be multiplied yet again when we package the chunks into still
bigger chunks, such as the story “The MD and the PhD RSVP’d to the CEO of
ITHOP,” which can occupy just one slot, with three or four left over for other
stories. Of course this magic depends on one’s personal history of learning. To
someone who has never heard of the International House of Pancakes, IHOP
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takes up four slots in memory, not one. Mnemonists, the performers who amaze
us by regurgitating superhuman amounts of information, have spent a lot of time
building up a huge inventory of chunks in their long-term memories.

Chunking is not just a trick for improving memory; it’s the lifeblood of
higher intelligence. As children we see one person hand a cookie to another, and
we remember it as an act of giving. One person gives another one a cookie in
exchange for a banana; we chunk the two acts of giving together and think of the
sequence as trading. Person 1 trades a banana to Person 2 for a piece of shiny
metal, because he knows he can trade it to Person 3 for a cookie; we think of it
as selling. Lots of people buying and selling make up a market. Activity
aggregated over many markets gets chunked into the economy. The economy
now can be thought of as an entity which responds to actions by central banks;
we call that monetary policy. One kind of monetary policy, which involves the
central bank buying private assets, is chunked as quantitative easing. And so on.

As we read and learn, we master a vast number of these abstractions, and
each becomes a mental unit which we can bring to mind in an instant and share
with others by uttering its name. An adult mind that is brimming with chunks is
a powerful engine of reason, but it comes with a cost: a failure to communicate
with other minds that have not mastered the same chunks. Many educated adults
would be left out of a discussion that criticized the president for not engaging in
more “quantitative easing,” though they would understand the process if it were
spelled out. A high school student might be left out if you spoke about
“monetary policy,” and a schoolchild might not even follow a conversation
about “the economy.”

The amount of abstraction that a writer can get away with depends on the
expertise of her readership. But divining the chunks that have been mastered by
a typical reader requires a gift of clairvoyance with which few of us are blessed.
When we are apprentices in our chosen specialty, we join a clique in which, it
seems to us, everyone else seems to know so much! And they talk among
themselves as if their knowledge were second nature to every educated person.
As we settle in to the clique, it becomes our universe. We fail to appreciate that
it is a tiny bubble in a vast multiverse of other cliques. When we make first
contact with the aliens in other universes and jabber at them in our local code,
they cannot understand us without a sci-fi Universal Translator.

Even when we have an inkling that we are speaking in a specialized lingo, we
may be reluctant to slip back into plain speech. It could betray to our peers the
awful truth that we are still greenhorns, tenderfoots, newbies. And if our readers
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would rather run the risk of confusing them while at least appearing to be
sophisticated than take a chance at belaboring the obvious while striking them as
naive or condescending.

It’s true that every writer must calibrate the degree of specialization in her
language against her best guess of the audience’s familiarity with the topic. But
in general it’s wiser to assume too little than too much. Every audience is spread
out along a bell curve of sophistication, and inevitably we’ll bore a few at the top
while baffling a few at the bottom; the only question is how many there will be
of each. The curse of knowledge means that we’re more likely to overestimate
the average reader’s familiarity with our little world than to underestimate it.
And in any case one should not confuse clarity with condescension. Brian
Greene’s explanation of the multiverse in chapter 2 shows how a classic stylist
can explain an esoteric idea in plain language without patronizing his audience.
The key is to assume that your readers are as intelligent and sophisticated as you
are, but that they happen not to know something you know.

Perhaps the best way to remember the dangers of private abbreviation is to
recall the joke about a man who walks into a Catskills resort for the first time
and sees a group of retired borscht-belt comics telling jokes around a table with
their pals. One of them calls out, “Forty-seven!” and the others roar with
laughter. Another follows with “A hundred and twelve!” and again the others
double over. The newcomer can’t figure out what’s going on, so he asks one of
the old-timers to explain. The man says, “These guys have been hanging around
together so long they know all the same jokes. So to save time they’ve given
them numbers, and all they need to do is call out the number.” The new fellow
says, “That’s ingenious! Let me try it.” So he stands up and calls out, “Twenty-
one!” There is a stony silence. He tries again: “Seventy-two!” Everyone stares at
him, and nobody laughs. He sinks back into his seat and whispers to his
informant, “What did I do wrong? Why didn’t anyone laugh?” The man says,
“It’s all in how you tell it.”

A failure to realize that my chunks may not be the same as your chunks can
explain why we baffle our readers with so much shorthand, jargon, and alphabet
soup. But it’s not the only way we baffle them. Sometimes wording is
maddeningly opaque without being composed of technical terminology from a
private clique. Even among cognitive scientists, “poststimulus event” is not a
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standard way to refer to a tap on the arm. A financial customer might be
reasonably familiar with the world of investments and still have to puzzle over
what a company brochure means by “capital changes and rights.” A computer-
savvy user trying to maintain his Web site might be mystified by instructions on
the maintenance page which refer to “nodes,” “content type,” and “attachments.”
And heaven help the sleepy traveler trying to set the alarm clock in his hotel
room who must interpret “alarm function” and “second display mode.”

Why do writers invent such confusing terminology? I believe the answer lies
in another way in which expertise can make our thoughts more idiosyncratic and
thus harder to share: as we become familiar with something, we think about it
more in terms of the use we put it to and less in terms of what it looks like and
what it is made of. This transition, another staple of the cognitive psychology
curriculum, is called functional fixity (sometimes functional fixedness).2# In the
textbook experiment, people are given a candle, a book of matches, and a box of
thumbtacks, and are asked to attach the candle to the wall so that the wax won’t
drip onto the floor. The solution is to dump the thumbtacks out of the box, tack
the box to the wall, and stick the candle onto the box. Most people never figure
this out because they think of the box as a container for the tacks rather than a
physical object in its own right, with handy features like a flat surface and
perpendicular sides. The blind spot is called functional fixity because people get
fixated on an object’s function and forget its physical makeup. The toddler who
ignores the birthday present and plays with the wrapping paper reminds us of
how we lose our appreciation of objects as objects and think of them as means to
an end.

Now, if you combine functional fixity with chunking, and stir in the curse
that hides each one from our awareness, you get an explanation of why
specialists use so much idiosyncratic terminology, together with abstractions,
metaconcepts, and zombie nouns. They are not trying to bamboozle us; that’s
just the way they think. The mental movie of a mouse cowering in the corner of
a cage that has another mouse in it gets chunked into “social avoidance.” You
can’t blame the neuroscientist for thinking this way. She’s seen the movie
thousands of times; she doesn’t need to hit the pLAY button in her visual memory
and watch the critters quivering every time she talks about whether her
experiment worked. But we do need to watch them, at least the first time, to
appreciate what actually happened.

In a similar way, writers stop thinking—and thus stop writing—about
tangible objects and instead refer to them by the role those objects play in their
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daily travails. Recall the example from chapter 2 in which a psychologist
showed people sentences, followed by the label TRUE or FALSE. He explained
what he did as “the subsequent presentation of an assessment word,” referring to
the label as an “assessment word” because that’s why he put it there—so that the
participants in the experiment could assess whether it applied to the preceding
sentence. Unfortunately, he left it up to us to figure out what an “assessment
word” is—while saving no characters, and being less rather than more
scientifically precise. In the same way, a tap on the wrist became a “stimulus”
and a tap on the elbow became a “poststimulus event,” because the writers cared
about the fact that one event came after the other and no longer cared about the
fact that the events were taps on the arm.

But we readers care. We are primates, with a third of our brains dedicated to
vision, and large swaths devoted to touch, hearing, motion, and space. For us to
go from “I think I understand” to “I understand,” we need to see the sights and
feel the motions. Many experiments have shown that readers understand and
remember material far better when it is expressed in concrete language that

allows them to form visual images, like the sentences on the right: 22

The set fell off the table. The ivory chess set fell off the table.

The measuring gauge was covered with dust. The oil-pressure gauge was covered with dust.

Georgia O’Keeffe called some of her works Georgia O’Keeffe’s landscapes were of angular
“equivalents” because their forms were abstracted in a skyscrapers and neon thoroughfares, but mostly of the
way that gave the emotional parallel of the source bleached bones, desert shadows, and weathered crosses
experience. of rural New Mexico.

Notice how the abstract descriptions on the left leave out just the kind of
physical detail that an expert has grown bored with but that a neophyte has to
see: ivory chessmen, not just a “set”; an oil-pressure gauge, not just a generic
“measuring gauge”; bleached bones, not just “forms.” A commitment to the
concrete does more than just ease communication; it can lead to better reasoning.
A reader who knows what the Cutaneous Rabbit Illusion consists of is in a
position to evaluate whether it really does imply that conscious experience is
spread over time, or whether it can be explained in some other way.

The profusion of metaconcepts in professional writing—all those levels,
issues, contexts, frameworks, and perspectives—also makes sense when you
consider the personal history of chunking and functional fixity in the writers.
Academics, consultants, policy wonks, and other symbolic analysts really do
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argue about which is most appropriate), and “contexts” (they can use them to
figure out why something works in one place but not in another). These
abstractions become containers in which they store and handle their ideas, and
before they know it they can no longer call anything by its name. Compare the
professionalese on the left with the concrete equivalents on the right:

Participants were tested under conditions of good to

- . We tested the students in a quiet room.
excellent acoustic isolation.

Management actions at and in the immediate vicinity Trapping birds near an airport does little to reduce the
of airports do little to mitigate the risk of off-airport number of times a bird will collide with a plane as it
strikes during departure and approach. takes off or lands.

We believe that the ICTS approach to delivering

integrated solutions, combining effective manpower, They chose our company because we protect buildings
canine services and cutting-edge technology was a key with a combination of guards, dogs, and sensors.
differentiator in the selection process.

What we see as “a quiet room” an experimenter sees as “testing conditions,”
because that’s what she was thinking about when she chose the room. For a
safety expert at the top of the chain of command, who lives every day with the
responsibility for managing risks, the bird traps set out by her underlings are a
distant memory. The public-relations hack for a security firm refers to the
company’s activities in a press statement in terms of the way she thinks about
them when selling them to potential clients.

Slicing away the layers of familiar abstraction and showing the reader who
did what to whom is a never-ending challenge for a writer. Take the expository
chore of describing a correlation between two variables (like smoking and
cancer, or video-game playing and violence), which is a staple of public-health
and social-science reporting. A writer who has spent a lot of time thinking about
correlations will have mentally bubble-wrapped each of the two variables, and
will have done the same to the possible ways in which they can be correlated.
Those verbal packages are all within arm’s reach, and she will naturally turn to
them when she has to share some news:

There is a significant positive correlation between measures of food intake
and body mass index.

Body mass index is an increasing function of food intake.

Food intake predicts body mass index according to a monotonically
increasing relation.
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A reader can figure this out, but it’s hard work, like hacking through a blister
pack to get at the product. If the writer de-thingifies the variables by extracting
them from their noun casings, she can refer to them with the language we use for
actions, comparisons, and outcomes, and everything becomes clearer:

The more you eat, the fatter you get.

The curse of knowledge, in combination with chunking and functional fixity,
helps make sense of the paradox that classic style is difficult to master. What
could be so hard about pretending to open your eyes and hold up your end of a
conversation? The reason it’s harder than it sounds is that if you are enough of
an expert in a topic to have something to say about it, you have probably come
to think about it in abstract chunks and functional labels that are now second
nature to you but still unfamiliar to your readers—and you are the last one to
realize it.

As writers, then, we should try to get into our readers’ heads and be mindful of
how easy it is to fall back on parochial jargon and private abstractions. But these
efforts can take us only so far. None of us has, and few of us would want, a
power of clairvoyance that would expose to us everyone else’s private thoughts.
To escape the curse of knowledge, we have to go beyond our own powers of
divination. We have to close the loop, as the engineers say, and get a feedback
signal from the world of readers—that is, show a draft to some people who are

similar to our intended audience and find out whether they can follow it.2% This
sounds banal but is in fact profound. Social psychologists have found that we are
overconfident, sometimes to the point of delusion, about our ability to infer what

other people think, even the people who are closest to us.2Z Only when we ask
those people do we discover that what’s obvious to us isn’t obvious to them.
That’s why professional writers have editors. It’s also why politicians consult
polls, why corporations hold focus groups, and why Internet companies use A/B
testing, in which they try out two designs on a Web site (versions A and B) and
collect data in real time on which gets more clicks.

Most writers cannot afford focus groups or A/B testing, but they can ask a
roommate or colleague or family member to read what they wrote and comment
on it. Your reviewers needn’t even be a representative sample of your intended
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audience. Often it’s enough that they are not you.

This does not mean you should implement every last suggestion they offer.
Each commentator has a curse of knowledge of his own, together with
hobbyhorses, blind spots, and axes to grind, and the writer cannot pander to all
of them. Many academic articles contain bewildering non sequiturs and
digressions that the authors stuck in at the insistence of an anonymous reviewer
who had the power to reject it from the journal if they didn’t comply. Good
prose is never written by a committee. A writer should revise in response to a
comment when it comes from more than one reader or when it makes sense to
the writer herself.

And that leads to another way to escape the curse of knowledge: show a draft
to yourself, ideally after enough time has passed that the text is no longer
familiar. If you are like me you will find yourself thinking, “What did I mean by
that?” or “How does this follow?” or, all too often, “Who wrote this crap?”

I am told there are writers who can tap out a coherent essay in a single pass,
at most checking for typos and touching up the punctuation before sending it off
for publication. You are probably not one of them. Most writers polish draft after
draft. I rework every sentence a few times before going on to the next, and revise
the whole chapter two or three times before I show it to anyone. Then, with
feedback in hand, I revise each chapter twice more before circling back and
giving the entire book at least two complete passes of polishing. Only then does
it go to the copy editor, who starts another couple of rounds of tweaking.

Too many things have to go right in a passage of writing for most mortals to
get them all the first time. It’s hard enough to formulate a thought that is
interesting and true. Only after laying a semblance of it on the page can a writer
free up the cognitive resources needed to make the sentence grammatical,
graceful, and, most important, transparent to the reader. The form in which
thoughts occur to a writer is rarely the same as the form in which they can be
absorbed by a reader. The advice in this and other stylebooks is not so much on
how to write as on how to revise.

Much advice on writing has the tone of moral counsel, as if being a good
writer will make you a better person. Unfortunately for cosmic justice, many
gifted writers are scoundrels, and many inept ones are the salt of the earth. But
the imperative to overcome the curse of knowledge may be the bit of writerly
advice that comes closest to being sound moral advice: always try to lift yourself
out of your parochial mindset and find out how other people think and feel. It
may not make you a better person in all spheres of life, but it will be a source of
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conunuing Kinaness to your readers.
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Chapter 4

THE WEB, THE TREE, AND THE STRING

UNDERSTANDING SYNTAX CAN HELP A WRITER AVOID
UNGRAMMATICAL, CONVOLUTED, AND MISLEADING PROSE

Kids aren’t taught to diagram sentences anymore.” Together with “The
Internet is ruining the language” and “People write gibberish on purpose,”
this is the explanation I hear most often for the prevalence of bad writing today.
The plaint about the lost art of diagramming sentences refers to a notation
that was invented by Alonzo Reed and Brainerd Kellogg in 1877 and taught in
American schools until the 1960s, when it fell victim to the revolt among

educators against all things formal.! In this system, the words of a sentence are
placed along a kind of subway map in which intersections of various shapes
(perpendicular, slanted, branching) stand for grammatical relations such as
subject-predicate and modifier-head. Here, for instance, is how you would
diagram the sentence In Sophocles’ play, Oedipus married his mother:

Oedipus married mother
|

Z 4.
3 play N\
%,
o

(0%

&

The Reed-Kellogg notation was innovative in its day, but I for one don’t miss
it. It’s just one way to display syntax on a page, and not a particularly good one,
with user-unfriendly features such as scrambled word order and arbitrary
graphical conventions. But I agree with the main idea behind the nostalgia:
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literate people should know how to think about grammar.

People already know how to use grammar, of course; they’ve been doing it
since they were two. But the unconscious mastery of language that is our
birthright as humans is not enough to allow us to write good sentences. Our tacit
sense of which words go together can break down when a sentence gets
complicated, and our fingers can produce an error we would never accept if we
had enough time and memory to take in the sentence at a glance. Learning how
to bring the units of language into consciousness can allow a writer to reason his
way to a grammatically consistent sentence when his intuitions fail him, and to
diagnose the problem when he knows something is wrong with the sentence but
can’t put his finger on what it is.

Knowing a bit of grammar also gives a writer an entrée into the world of
letters. Just as cooks, musicians, and ballplayers have to master some lingo to be
able to share their tips and learn from others, so writers can benefit by knowing
the names of the materials they work with and how they do their jobs. Literary
analysis, poetics, rhetoric, criticism, logic, linguistics, cognitive science, and
practical advice on style (including the other chapters in this book) need to refer
to things like predicates and subordinate clauses, and knowing what these terms
mean will allow a writer to take advantage of the hard-won knowledge of others.

Best of all, grammar is a fascinating subject in its own right, at least when it
is properly explained. To many people the very word conjures up memories of
choking on chalk dust and cowering in fear of a thwack on the knuckles from a
spinster schoolteacher. (Theodore Bernstein, the author of several style manuals,
refers to the archetype as Miss Thistlebottom; the writer Kitty Burns Florey, who
wrote a history of diagramming sentences, calls her Sister Bernadette.) But
grammar should not be thought of as an ordeal of jargon and drudgery, as Skyler
does in this Shoe cartoon:
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SHOE by Jeff MacNelly

IT's GOOD ' 4 IN CASE I LAND
d FOR YOUR A JOB IN A VERP
MENTAL oS CONJUGATION

DISCIPLINE,

It should be thought of instead as one of the extraordinary adaptations in the
living world: our species’ solution to the problem of getting complicated
thoughts from one head into another. Thinking of grammar as the original
sharing app makes it much more interesting and much more useful. By
understanding how the various features of grammar are designed to make
sharing possible, we can put them to use in writing more clearly, correctly, and
gracefully.

The three nouns in the chapter title refer to the three things that grammar brings
together: the web of ideas in our head, the string of words that comes out of our
mouth or fingers, and the tree of syntax that converts the first into the second.

Let’s begin with the web. As you wordlessly daydream, your thoughts drift
from idea to idea: visual images, odd observations, snatches of melody, fun
facts, old grudges, pleasant fantasies, memorable moments. Long before the
invention of the World Wide Web, cognitive scientists modeled human memory
as a network of nodes. Each node represents a concept, and each is linked to
other nodes for words, images, and other concepts.2 Here is a fragment of this
vast, mind-wide web, spotlighting your knowledge of the tragic story brought to
life by Sophocles:
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Sophocles

wrote

JAUIOIE byt wrote

aboutV abou
ounds-like
story )
-

Though I had to place each node somewhere on the page, their positions
don’t matter, and they don’t have any ordering. All that matters is how they’re
connected. A train of thought might start with any of these concepts, triggered
by the mention of a word, by a pulse of activation on an incoming link
originating from some other concept far away in the network, or by whatever
random neural firings cause an idea to pop into mind unbidden. From there your
mind can surf in any direction along any link to any of the other concepts.

Now, what happens if you wanted to share some of those thoughts? One can
imagine a race of advanced space aliens who could compress a portion of this
network into a zipped file of bits and hum it to each other like two dial-up
modems. But that’s not the way it’s done in Homo sapiens. We have learned to
associate each thought with a little stretch of sound called a word, and can cause
each other to think that thought by uttering the sound. But of course we need to
do more than just blurt out individual words. If you were unfamiliar with the
story of Oedipus Rex and I simply said, “Sophocles play story kill Laius wife
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Jocasta wed Oedipus father mother,” you wouldn’t guess what happened in a
million years. In addition to reciting names for the concepts, we utter them in an
order that signals the logical relationships among them (doer, done-to, is a, and
so on): Oedipus killed Laius, who was his father. Oedipus married Jocasta, who
was his mother. The code that translates a web of conceptual relations in our
heads into an early-to-late order in our mouths, or into a left-to-right order on the

page, is called syntax.2 The rules of syntax, together with the rules of word
formation (the ones that turn kill into kills, killed, and killing), make up the
grammar of English. Different languages have different grammars, but they all

convey conceptual relationships by modifying and arranging words.

It’s not easy to design a code that can extrude a tangled spaghetti of concepts
into a linear string of words. If an event involves several characters involved in
several relationships, there needs to be a way to keep track of who did what to
whom. Killed Oedipus married Laius Jocasta, for example, doesn’t make it clear
whether Oedipus killed Laius and married Jocasta, Jocasta killed Oedipus and
married Laius, Oedipus killed Jocasta and married Laius, and so on. Syntax
solves this problem by having adjacent strings of words stand for related sets of
concepts, and by inserting one string inside another to stand for concepts that are
parts of bigger concepts.

To understand how syntax works, it helps to visualize the ordering of strings-
within-strings by drawing them at the ends of the branches of an upside-down
tree.

I’ll explain the details soon, but for now it’s enough to notice that the words at
the bottom (like mother) are grouped into phrases (like his mother), which are
grouped into larger phrases (like married his mother), which are grouped into a
clause (a simple sentence like Oedipus married his mother), which in turn may
be inserted into a bigger clause (the whole sentence).
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Clause
Prepositional Phrase Clause
(modifier) A
Preposition Noun Phrase Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
(head) (object) (subject) (predicate)
Noun Phrase Noun Noun Verb Noun Phrase
(determiner) (head) (head) (head) (object)
Noun Phrase ~ Noun
Noun (determiner)  (head)
(head) |
Noun
(head)
|
In Sophocles’ play Oedipus  married his mother

Syntax, then, is an app that uses a tree of phrases to translate a web of
thoughts into a string of words. Upon hearing or reading the string of words, the
perceiver can work backwards, fitting them into a tree and recovering the links
between the associated concepts. In this case a hearer can deduce that Sophocles
wrote a play in which Oedipus married his mother, rather than that Oedipus
wrote a play in which Sophocles married his mother, or just that the speaker is
saying something about a bunch of Greeks.

The tree, of course, is only a metaphor. What it captures is that adjacent
words are grouped into phrases, that the phrases are embedded inside larger
phrases, and that the arrangement of words and phrases may be used to recover
the relationships among the characters in the speaker’s mind. A tree is simply an
easy way to display that design on a page. The design could just as accurately be
shown with a series of braces and brackets, or with a Venn diagram:
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{Oedipus [married ( his  mother ) ] }

Oedipus married

Regardless of the notation, appreciating the engineering design behind a
sentence—a linear ordering of phrases which conveys a gnarly network of ideas
—is the key to understanding what you are trying to accomplish when you
compose a sentence. And that, in turn, can help you understand the menu of
choices you face and the things that are most likely to go wrong.

The reason that the task is so challenging is that the main resource that
English syntax makes available to writers—Ileft-to-right ordering on a page—has
to do two things at once. It’s the code that the language uses to convey who did
what to whom. But it also determines the sequence of early-to-late processing in
the reader’s mind. The human mind can do only a few things at a time, and the
order in which information comes in affects how that information is handled. As
we’ll see, a writer must constantly reconcile the two sides of word order: a code
for information, and a sequence of mental events.

Let’s begin with a closer look at the code of syntax itself, using the tree for the

Oedipus sentence as an example.2 Working upward from the words at the
bottom, we see that every word is labeled with a grammatical category. These
are the “parts of speech” that should be familiar even to people who were
educated after the 1960s:

Nouns (including pronouns) man, play, Sophocles, she, my
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Verbs marry, write, think, see, imply
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Prepositions in, around, underneath, before, until
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Adjectives big, red, wonderful, interesting, demented
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Adverbs merrily, frankly, impressively, very, almost
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Articles and other determinatives the, a, some, this, that, many, one, two, three
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Coordinators and, or, nor, but, yet, so
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Subordinators that, whether, if, to

Each word is slotted into a place in the tree according to its category, because
the rules of syntax don’t specify the order of words but rather the order of
categories. Once you have learned that in English the article comes before the
noun, you don’t have to relearn that order every time you acquire a new noun,
such as hashtag, app, or MOOC. If you’ve seen one noun, you’ve pretty much
seen them all. There are, to be sure, subcategories of the noun category like
proper nouns, common nouns, mass nouns, and pronouns, which indulge in
some additional pickiness about where they appear, but the principle is the same:
words within a subcategory are interchangeable, so that if you know where the
subcategory may appear, you know where every word in that subcategory may
appear.

Let’s zoom in on one of the words, married. Together with its grammatical
category, verb, we see a label in parentheses for its grammatical function, in this
case, head. A grammatical function identifies not what a word is in the language
but what it does in that particular sentence: how it combines with the other
words to determine the sentence’s meaning.

The “head” of a phrase is the little nugget which stands for the whole phrase.
It determines the core of the phrase’s meaning: in this case married his mother is
a particular instance of marrying. It also determines the grammatical category of
the phrase: in this case it is a verb phrase, a phrase built around a verb. A verb
phrase is a string of words of any length which fills a particular slot in a tree. No
matter how much stuff is packed into the verb phrase—married his mother;
married his mother on Tuesday; married his mother on Tuesday over the
objections of his girlfriend—it can be inserted into the same position in the
sentence as the phrase consisting solely of the verb married. This is true of the
other kinds of phrases as well: the noun phrase the king of Thebes is built around
the head noun king, it refers to an example of a king, and it can go wherever the
simpler phrase the king can go.

The extra stuff that plumps out a phrase may include additional grammatical
functions which distinguish the various roles in the story identified by the head.
In the case of marrying, the dramatis personae include the person being married
and the person doing the marrying. (Though marrying is really a symmetrical
relationship—if Jack married Jill, then Jill married Jack—Iet’s assume for the
sake of the example that the male takes the initiative in marrying the female.)
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The person being married in this sentence is, tragically, the referent of his
mother, and she is identified as the one being married because the phrase has the
grammatical function “object,” which in English is the noun phrase following
the verb. The person doing the marrying, referred to by the one-word phrase
Oedipus, has the function “subject.” Subjects are special: all verbs have one, and
it sits outside the verb phrase, occupying one of the two major branches of the
clause, the other being the predicate. Still other grammatical functions can be put
to work in identifying other roles. In Jocasta handed the baby to the servant, the
phrase the servant is an oblique object, that is, the object of a preposition. In
Oedipus thought that Polybus was his father, the clause that Polybus was his
father is a complement of the verb thought.

Languages also have grammatical functions whose job is not to distinguish
the cast of characters but to pipe up with other kinds of information. Modifiers
can add comments on the time, place, manner, or quality of a thing or an action.
In this sentence we have the phrase In Sophocles’ play as a modifier of the
clause Oedipus married his mother. Other examples of modifiers include the
underlined words in the phrases walks on four legs, swollen feet, met him on the
road to Thebes, and the shepherd whom QOedipus had sent for.

We also find that the nouns play and mother are preceded by the words
Sophocles’ and his, which have the function “determiner.” A determiner answers
the question “Which one?” or “How many?” Here the determiner role is filled by
what is traditionally called a possessive noun (though it is really a noun marked
for genitive case, as I will explain). Other common determiners include articles,
as in the cat and this boy; quantifiers, as in some nights and all people; and
numbers, as in sixteen tons.

If you are over sixty or went to private school, you may have noticed that this
syntactic machinery differs in certain ways from what you remember from Miss
Thistlebottom’s classroom. Modern grammatical theories (like the one in The
Cambridge Grammar of the English Language, which I use in this book)
distinguish grammatical categories like noun and verb from grammatical
functions like subject, object, head, and modifier. And they distinguish both of
these from semantic categories and roles like action, physical object, possessor,
doer, and done-to, which refer to what the referents of the words are doing in the
world. Traditional grammars tend to run the three concepts together.

As a child I was taught, for example, that the words soap in soap flakes and
that in that boy were adjectives, because they modify nouns. But this confuses
the grammatical category “adjective” with the grammatical function “modifier.”
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There’s no need to wave a magic wand over the noun soap and transmute it into
an adjective just because of what it’s doing in this phrase. It’s simpler to say that
sometimes a noun can modify another noun. In the case of that in that boy, Miss
Thistlebottom got the function wrong, too: it’s determiner, not modifier. How do
we know? Because determiners and modifiers are not interchangeable. You can
say Look at the boy or Look at that boy (determiners), but not Look at tall boy (a
modifier). You can say Look at the tall boy (determiner + modifier), but not
Look at the that boy (determiner + determiner).

I was also taught that a “noun” is a word for a person, place, or thing, which
confuses a grammatical category with a semantic category. The comedian Jon
Stewart was confused, too, because on his show he criticized George W. Bush’s

“War on Terror” by protesting, “Terror isn’t even a noun!”® What he meant was
that terror is not a concrete entity, in particular a group of people organized into
an enemy force. Terror, of course, is a noun, together with thousands of other
words that don’t refer to people, places, or things, including the nouns word,
category, show, war, and noun, to take just some examples from the past few
sentences. Though nouns are often the names for people, places, and things, the
noun category can only be defined by the role it plays in a family of rules. Just as
a “rook” in chess is defined not as the piece that looks like a little tower but as
the piece that is allowed to move in certain ways in the game of chess, a
grammatical category such as “noun” is defined by the moves it is allowed to
make in the game of grammar. These moves include the ability to appear after a
determiner (the king), the requirement to have an oblique rather than a direct
object (the king of Thebes, not the king Thebes), and the ability to be marked for
plural number (kings) and genitive case (king’s). By these tests, terror is
certainly a noun: the terror, terror of being trapped, the terror’s lasting impact.

Now we can see why the word Sophocles’ shows up in the tree with the
category “noun” and the function “determiner” rather than “adjective.” The word
belongs to the noun category, just as it always has; Sophocles did not suddenly
turn into an adjective just because it is parked in front of another noun. And its
function is determiner because it acts in the same way as the words the and that
and differently from a clear-cut modifier like famous: you can say In Sophocles’
play or In the play, but not In famous play.

At this point you may be wondering: What’s with “genitive”? Isn’t that just
what we were taught is the possessive? Well, “possessive” is a semantic
category, and the case indicated by the suffix ’s and by pronouns like his and my
needn’t have anything to do with possession. When you think about it, there is
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no common thread of ownership, or any other meaning, across the phrases
Sophocles’ play, Sophocles’ nose, Sophocles’ toga, Sophocles’ mother,
Sophocles’ hometown, Sophocles’ era, and Sophocles’ death. All that the
Sophocles’s have in common is that they fill the determiner slot in the tree and
help you determine which play, which nose, and so on, the speaker had in mind.

More generally, it’s essential to keep an open mind about how to diagram a
sentence rather than assuming that everything you need to know about grammar
was figured out before you were born. Categories, functions, and meanings have
to be ascertained empirically, by running little experiments such as substituting a
phrase whose category you don’t know for one you do know and seeing whether
the sentence still works. Based on these mini-experiments, modern grammarians
have sorted words into grammatical categories that sometimes differ from the
traditional pigeonholes.

There is a reason why the list on page 84, for example, doesn’t have the
traditional category called “conjunction,” with the subtypes “coordinating
conjunction” (words like and and or) and “subordinating conjunction” (words
like that and if). It turns out that coordinators and subordinators have nothing in
common, and there is no category called “conjunction” that includes them both.
For that matter, many of the words that were traditionally called subordinating

conjunctions, like before and after, are actually prepositions.Z The dfter in after
the love has gone, for example, is just the after which appears in after the dance,
which everyone agrees is a preposition. It was just a failure of the traditional
grammarians to distinguish categories from functions that blinded them to the
realization that a preposition could take a clause, not just a noun phrase, as its
object.

Why does any of this matter? Though you needn’t literally diagram sentences
or master a lot of jargon to write well, the rest of this chapter will show you a
number of ways in which a bit of syntactic awareness can help you out. First, it
can help you avoid some obvious grammatical errors, those that are errors
according to your own lights. Second, when an editor or a grammatical stickler
claims to find an error in a sentence you wrote, but you don’t see anything
wrong with it, you can at least understand the rule in question well enough to
decide for yourself whether to follow it. As we shall see in chapter 6, many
spurious rules, including some that have made national headlines, are the result
of bungled analyses of grammatical categories like adjective, subordinator, and
preposition. Finally, an awareness of syntax can help you avoid ambiguous,
confusing, and convoluted sentences. All of this awareness depends on a basic

PSRN AN [ RIS [ S N I LAY A c._ __ € _ _.c_ __ _ _ A
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grasp oI wnat grammartical categories are, NOw tney airler Irom runcrons and
meanings, and how they fit into trees.

Trees are what give language its power to communicate the links between ideas
rather than just dumping the ideas in the reader’s lap. But they come at a cost,
which is the extra load they impose on memory. It takes cognitive effort to build
and maintain all those invisible branches, and it’s easy for reader and writer alike
to backslide into treating a sentence as just one damn word after another.

Let’s start with the writer. When weariness sets in, a writer’s ability to behold
an entire branch of the tree can deteriorate. His field of vision shrinks to a
peephole, and he sees just a few adjacent words in the string at a time. Most
grammatical rules are defined over trees, not strings, so this momentary tree-
blindness can lead to pesky errors.

Take agreement between the subject and the verb: we say The bridge is
crowded, but The bridges are crowded. It’s not a hard rule to follow. Children
pretty much master it by the age of three, and errors such as I can has
cheezburger and I are serious cat are so obvious that a popular Internet meme
(LOLcats) facetiously attributes them to cats. But the “subject” and “verb” that
have to agree are defined by branches in the tree, not words in the string:

these two
things agree
in number: Sentence
Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
(subject) (predicate)
Noun Verb
(head) (head)
not these
two things:

G O

You might be thinking, What difference does it make? Doesn’t the sentence
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come out the same either way? The answer is that it doesn’t. If you fatten up the
subject by stuffing some words at the end, as in the diagram below, so that
bridge no longer comes right before the verb, then agreement—defined over the
tree—is unaffected. We still say The bridge to the islands is crowded, not The
bridge to the islands are crowded.

these two
things agree
in number: Sentence
Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
(subject) (predicate)
Noun Prep. Phrase Verb
(head) (head)
not these
two things: _

But thanks to tree-blindness, it’s common to slip up and type The bridge to the
islands are crowded. If you haven’t been keeping the tree suspended in memory,
the word islands, which is ringing in your mind’s ear just before you type the
verb, will contaminate the number you give the verb. Here are a few other

agreement errors that have appeared in print:2

The readiness of our conventional forces are at an all-time low.
At this stage, the accuracy of the quotes have not been disputed.

The popularity of “Family Guy” DVDs were partly credited with the 2005
revival of the once-canceled Fox animated comedy.

The impact of the cuts have not hit yet.

The maneuvering in markets for oil, wheat, cotton, coffee and more have
brought billions in profits to investment banks.

They’re easy to miss. As I am writing this chapter, every few pages I see the
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green wiggly line of Microsoft Word’s grammar checker, and usually it flags an
agreement error that slipped under my tree-spotting radar. But even the best
software isn’t smart enough to assign trees reliably, so writers cannot offload the
task of minding the tree onto their word processors. In the list of agreement
errors above, for example, the last two sentences appear on my screen free of
incriminating squiggles.

Wedging an extra phrase into a tree is just one of the ways in which a subject
can be separated from its verb. Another is the grammatical process that inspired
the linguist Noam Chomsky to propose his famous theory in which a sentence’s
underlying tree—its deep structure—is transformed by a rule that moves a
phrase into a new position, yielding a slightly altered tree called a surface

structure.2 This process is responsible, for example, for questions containing wh-
words, such as Who do you love? and Which way did he go? (Don’t get hung up
on the choice between who and whom just yet—we’ll get to that later.) In the
deep structure, the wh-word appears in the position you’d expect for an ordinary
sentence, in this case after the verb love, as in I love Lucy. The movement rule
then brings it to the front of the sentence, leaving a gap (the underscored blank)
in the surface structure. (From here on, I’ll keep the trees uncluttered by omitting
unnecessary labels and branches.)

Clause

A T

Noun Phrase Clause

Verb  Noun Phrase Verb Phrase

who

DEEP STRUCTURE \ movement
rule



www. ur dukut abkhanapk. bl ogspot . comr

Clause
Noun Phrase Clause
who Verb Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
do you love _(
gap
SURFACE STRUCTURE

We understand the question by mentally filling the gap with the phrase that was
moved out of it. Who do you love __? means “For which person do you love that
person?”

The movement rule also generates a common construction called a relative
clause, as in the spy who __ came in from the cold and the woman I love __. A
relative clause is a clause with a gap in it (I love __) which modifies a noun
phrase (the woman). The position of the gap indicates the role that the modified
phrase played in the deep structure; to understand the relative clause, we
mentally fill it back in. The first example means “the spy such that the spy came
in from the cold.” The second means “the woman such that I love the woman.”

The long distance between a filler and a gap can be hazardous to writer and
reader alike. When we’re reading and we come across a filler (like who or the
woman), we have to hold it in memory while we handle all the material that

subsequently pours in, until we locate the gap that it is meant to fill.12 Often that
is too much for our thimble-sized memories to handle, and we get distracted by
the intervening words:

The impact, which theories of economics predict are bound to be felt
sooner or later, could be enormous.

Did you even notice the error? Once you plug the filler the impact into the gap
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after predict, yielding the impact are bound to be felt, you see that the verb must
be is, not are; the error is as clear as I are serious cat. But the load on memory
can allow the error to slip by.

Agreement is one of several ways in which one branch of a tree can be
demanding about what goes into another branch. This demandingness is called
government, and it can also be seen in the way that verbs and adjectives are
picky about their complements. We make plans but we do research; it would
sound odd to say that we do plans or make research. Bad people oppress their
victims (an object), rather than oppressing against their victims (an oblique
object); at the same time, they may discriminate against their victims, but not
discriminate them. Something can be identical to something else, but must
coincide with it; the words identical and coincide demand different prepositions.
When phrases are rearranged or separated, a writer can lose track of what
requires what else, and end up with an annoying error:

Among the reasons for his optimism about SARS is the successful research
that Dr. Brian Murphy and other scientists have made at the National

Institutes of Health.11

People who are discriminated based on their race are often resentful of their
government and join rebel groups.

The religious holidays to which the exams coincide are observed by many of
our students.

One of the commonest forms of tree-blindness consists of a failure to look
carefully at each branch of a coordination. A coordination, traditionally called a
conjunction, is a phrase composed of two or more phrases which are linked by a
coordinator (the land of the free and the home of the brave; paper or plastic) or
strung together with commas (Are you tired, run down, listless?).
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Clause
Verb Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
Verb Coordination
(object)
Noun Phrase Noun Phrase
Coordinator  Noun Phrase
would you like paper or plastic

Each of the phrases in a coordination has to work in that position on its own,
as if the other phrases weren’t there, and they must have the same function
(object, modifier, and so on). Would you like paper or plastic? is a fine sentence
because you can say Would you like paper? with paper as the object of like, and
you can also say Would you like plastic? with plastic as the object of like. Would
you like paper or conveniently? is ungrammatical, because conveniently is a
modifier, and it’s a modifier that doesn’t work with like; you would never say
Would you like conveniently? No one is tempted to make that error, because like
and conveniently are cheek by jowl, which makes the clash obvious. And no one
is tempted to say Would you like paper or conveniently? because they can
mentally block out the intervening paper and or, whereupon the clash between
like and conveniently becomes just as blatant. That’s the basis of the gag title of
the comedian Stephen Colbert’s 2007 bestseller, intended to flaunt the illiteracy
of his on-screen character: I Am America (And So Can You!).

When a sentence gets complicated, though, even a literate writer can lose
track of how each branch in a coordination harmonizes with the rest of the tree.
The writer of the slogan We get the job done, not make excuses presumably did
not anticipate how customers would wince at the bad coordination. While the
phrase get the job done is a present-tense predicate that goes with the subject we,
the phrase not make excuses is non-tensed and can’t go with the subject on its
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own (We not make excuses); it can only be a complement of an auxiliary verb
like do or will. To repair the slogan, one could coordinate two complete clauses
(We get the job done; we don’t make excuses), or one could coordinate two
complements of a single verb (We will_get the job done, not make excuses).

A more subtle kind of off-kilter coordination creeps into writing so often that
it is a regular source of mea culpas in newspaper columns in which an editor
apologizes to readers for the mistakes that slipped into the paper the week
before. Here are a few caught by the New York Times editor Philip Corbett for
his “After Deadline” feature, together with repaired versions on the right (I’ve

underlined and bracketed the words that were originally miscoordinated):12

He said that surgeries and therapy had helped him not only = He said that surgeries and therapy had not only [helped

[to recover from his fall], but [had also freed him of the him to recover from his fall], but also [freed him of the
debilitating back pain]. debilitating back pain].

With Mr. Ruto’s appearance before the court, a process With Mr. Ruto’s appearance before the court, a process
began that could influence not only [the future of began that could influence the future not only [of
Kenya] but also [of the much-criticized tribunal]. Kenya] but also [of the much-criticized tribunal].

Ms. Popova, who died at 91 on July 8 in Moscow, was Ms. Popova was inspired by both [patriotism] and [a
inspired both [by patriotism] and [a desire for desire for revenge]. Or Ms. Popova was inspired both
revenge]. [by patriotism] and [by a desire for revenge].

In these examples, the coordinates come in matched pairs, with a quantifier
(both, either, neither, not only) marking the first coordinate, and a coordinator
(and, or, nor, but also) marking the second. The markers, underlined in the
examples, pair off this way:

notonly ... butalso...
both...and...
either...or...
neither...nor. ..

These coordinations are graceful only when the phrases coming after each
marker—the ones enclosed in brackets above—are parallel. Because quantifiers
like both and either have a disconcerting habit of floating around the sentence,
the phrases that come after them may end up nonparallel, and that grates on the
ear. In the sentence about surgeries, for example, we have to recover in the first
coordinate (an infinitive) clashing with freed him in the second (a participle).
The easiest way to repair an unbalanced coordination is to zero in on the second
coordinate and then force the first coordinate to match it by sliding its quantifier
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into a more suitable spot. In this case, we want the first coordinate to be headed
by a participle, so that it matches freed him in the second. The solution is to pull
not only two slots leftward, giving us the pleasing symmetry between helped him
and freed him. (Since the first had presides over the entire coordination, the
second one is now unnecessary.) In the next example, we have a direct object in
the first coordinate (the future of Kenya) jangling with an oblique object (of the
tribunal) in the second; by pushing not only rightward, we get the neatly twinned
phrases of Kenya and of the tribunal. The final example, also marred by
mismatched objects (by patriotism and a desire for revenge), can be repaired in
either of two ways: by nudging the both rightward (yielding patriotism and a
desire for revenge), or by supplying the second coordinate with a by to match the
first one (by patriotism and by a desire for revenge).

Yet another hazard of tree-blindness is the assignment of case. Case refers to
the adornment of a noun phrase with a marker that advertises its typical
grammatical function, such as nominative case for subjects, genitive case for
determiners (the function mistakenly called “possessor” in traditional
grammars), and accusative case for objects, objects of prepositions, and
everything else. In English, case applies mainly to pronouns. When Cookie
Monster says Me want cookie and Tarzan says Me Tarzan, you Jane, they are
using an accusative pronoun for a subject; everyone else uses the nominative
pronoun I. The other nominative pronouns are he, she, we, they, and who; the
other accusative pronouns are him, her, us, them, and whom. Genitive case is
marked on pronouns (my, your, his, her, our, their, whose, its) and also on other
noun phrases, thanks to the suffix spelled ’s.

Other than Cookie Monster and Tarzan, most of us effortlessly choose the
right case whenever a pronoun is found in its usual place in the tree, next to the
governing verb or preposition. But when the pronoun is buried inside a
coordination phrase, writers are apt to lose sight of the governor and give the
pronoun a different case. Thus in casual speech it’s common for people to say
Me and Julio were down by the schoolyard; the me is separated from the verb
were by the other words in the coordination (and Julio), and many of us barely
hear the clash. Moms and English teachers hear it, though, and they have drilled
children to avoid it in favor of Julio and I were down by the schoolyard.
Unfortunately, that leads to the opposite kind of error. With coordination, it’s so
hard to think in trees that the rationale for the correction never sinks in, and
people internalize a string-based rule, “When you want to sound correct, say So-
and-so and I rather than Me and so-and-so.” That leads to an error called a




www. ur dukut abkhanapk. bl ogspot . comr

hypercorrection, in which people use a nominative pronoun in an accusative
coordination:

Give Al Gore and I a chance to bring America back.

My mother was once engaged to Leonard Cohen, which makes my siblings
and I occasionally indulge in what-if thinking.

For three years, Ellis thought of Jones Point as the ideal spot for he and his
companion Sampson, a 9-year-old golden retriever, to fish and play.

Barb decides to plan a second wedding ceremony for she and her husband on
Mommies tonight at 8:30 on Channels 7 and 10.

Presumably Bill Clinton, who uttered the first sentence while running for
president in 1992, would never have said Give I a chance, because a noun phrase
next to a transitive verb is obviously accusative:

Verb Phrase
Verb Noun Phrase Noun Phrase
(object) (object)
Article Noun
give me a chance

But the words Al Gore and separated give from me in the string, and the distance
between them befuddled his case-selection circuitry:
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Verb Phrase

/N

Verb Coordination Noun Phrase
(object) (object)
Noun Phrase Noun Phrase Article Noun

N

Coordinator  Noun Phrase

give Al Gore and | a chance

To be fair to the forty-second president, who is by all accounts a
linguistically sophisticated speaker (as when he famously testified, “It depends
on what the meaning of is is”), it’s debatable whether he really made an error
here. When enough careful writers and speakers fail to do something that a
pencil-and-paper analysis of syntax says they should, it may mean that it’s the
pencil-and-paper analysis that is wrong, not the speakers and writers. In chapter
6 we’ll return to this issue when we analyze the despised between you and I, a
more common example of the alleged error seen in give Al Gore and I. But for
now, let’s assume that the paper-and-pencil analysis is correct. It’s the policy
enforced by every editor and composition instructor, and you should understand
what it takes to please them.

A similar suspension of disbelief will be necessary for you to master another
case of tricky case, the difference between who and whom. You may be inclined
to agree with the writer Calvin Trillin when he wrote, “As far as I’m concerned,
whom is a word that was invented to make everyone sound like a butler.” But in
chapter 6 we’ll see that this is an overstatement. There are times when even
nonbutlers need to know their who from their whom, and that will require you,
once again, to brush up on your trees.

At first glance, the difference is straightforward: who is nominative, like I,
she, he, we, and they, and is used for subjects; whom is accusative, like me, her,
him, us, and them, and is used for objects. So in theory, anyone who laughs at
Cookie Monster when he says Me want cookie should already know when to use
who and when to use whom (assuming they have opted to use whom in the first
place). We say He kissed the bride, so we ask Who kissed the bride? We say
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Henry kissed her, so we ask Whom did Henry kiss? The difference can be
appreciated by visualizing the wh-words in their deep-structure positions, before

they were moved to the front of the sentence, leaving behind a gap.12

Clause
Noun Phrase Clause
Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
(subject)
who Verb Noun Phrase
(object)
kissed the bride
Clause
Noun Phrase Clause
Verb Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
(subject)
did Henry Verb Noun Phrase

(object)

But in practice, our minds can’t take in a whole tree at a glance, so when a
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sentence gets more complicated, any lapse of attention to the link between the

who/whom and the gap can lead to the wrong one being chosen:14

Under the deal, the Senate put aside two nominees for the National Labor
Relations Board who the president appointed __ during a Senate recess.
The French actor plays a man whom she suspects __is her husband, missing

since World War II.

The errors could have been avoided by mentally moving the who or whom back
into the gap and sounding out the sentence (or, if your intuitions about who and
whom are squishy, inserting he or him in the gap instead).

Noun Phrase

N

Noun Phrase Clause
Noun Phrase Clause
nominees /\
Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
the president Verb Noun Phrase
(object)

appointed *who
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Noun Phrase

N

Noun Phrase Clause
/\
Noun Phrase Clause
/\
aman Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
/\
she Verb Clause
/\
suspects  Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
(subject)
| A

*whom Verb Noun Phrase

is her husband

The first replacement yields the president appointed who, which corresponds to
the president appointed he, which sounds entirely wrong; therefore it should be
whom (corresponding to him) instead. (I’ve inserted an asterisk to remind you
that the who doesn’t belong there.) The second yields whom is her husband (or
him is her husband), which is just as impossible; it should be who. Again, I'm
explaining the official rules so that you will know how to satisfy an editor or
work as a butler; in chapter 6 I’ll return to the question of whether the official
rules are legitimate and thus whether these really should be counted as errors.

Though tree-awareness can help a writer avoid errors (and, as we shall see,
help him make life easy for his readers), I am not suggesting that you literally
diagram your sentences. No writer does that. Nor am I even suggesting that you
form mental images of trees while you write. The diagrams are just a way to
draw your attention to the cognitive entities that are active in your mind as you
put together a sentence. The conscious experience of “thinking in trees” does not
feel like looking at a tree; it’s the more ethereal sensation of apprehending how
words are grouped in phrases and zooming in on the heads of those phrases
while ignoring the rest of the clutter. For example, the way to avoid the error The
impact of the cuts have not been felt is to mentally strip the phrase the impact of
the cuts down to its head, the impact, and then imagine it with have: the error the
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impact have not been felt will leap right out. Tree-thinking also consists in
mentally tracing the invisible filament that links a filler in a sentence to the gap
that it plugs, which allows you to verify whether the filler would work if it were
inserted there. You un-transform the research the scientists have made __ back
into the scientists have made the research; you undo whom she suspects __is
her husband and get she suspects whom is her husband. As with any form of
mental self-improvement, you must learn to turn your gaze inward, concentrate
on processes that usually run automatically, and try to wrest control of them so
that you can apply them more mindfully.

Once a writer has ensured that the parts of a sentence fit together in a tree, the
next worry is whether the reader can recover that tree, which she needs to do to
make sense of the sentence. Unlike computer programming languages, where the
braces and parentheses that delimit expressions are actually typed into the string
for everyone to see, the branching structure of an English sentence has to be
inferred from the ordering and forms of the words alone. That imposes two
demands on the long-suffering reader. The first is to find the correct branches, a
process called parsing. The second is to hold them in memory long enough to
dig out the meaning, at which point the wording of the phrase may be forgotten
and the meaning merged with the reader’s web of knowledge in long-term

memory.12

As the reader works through a sentence, plucking off a word at a time, she is
not just threading it onto a mental string of beads. She is also growing branches
of a tree upward. When she reads the word the, for example, she figures she
must be hearing a noun phrase. Then she can anticipate the categories of words
that can complete it; in this case, it’s likely to be a noun. When the word does
come in (say, cat), she can attach it to the dangling branch tip.

So every time a writer adds a word to a sentence, he is imposing not one but
two cognitive demands on the reader: understanding the word, and fitting it into
the tree. This double demand is a major justification for the prime directive
“Omit needless words.” I often find that when a ruthless editor forces me to trim
an article to fit into a certain number of column-inches, the quality of my prose
improves as if by magic. Brevity is the soul of wit, and of many other virtues in
writing.

The trick is figuring out which words are “needless.” Often it’s easy. Onc

e I e e A N 1 I i 2
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yOou Set yourselr the task oI 1aenurying neeaiess wordas, 1U S SUrprising now many
you can find. A shocking number of phrases that drop easily from the fingers are
bloated with words that encumber the reader without conveying any content.
Much of my professional life consists of reading sentences like this:

Our study participants show a pronounced tendency to be more variable than the norming samples, although this trend
may be due partly to the fact that individuals with higher measured values of cognitive ability are more variable in their
responses to personality questionnaires.

a pronounced tendency to be more variable: Is there really a difference
between “being more variable” (three words in a three-level, seven-branch tree)
and “having a pronounced tendency to be more variable” (eight words, six
levels, twenty branches)? Even worse, this trend may be due partly to the fact
that burdens an attentive reader with ten words, seven levels, and more than two
dozen branches. Total content? Approximately zero. The forty-three-word
sentence can easily be reduced to nineteen, which prunes the number of branches
even more severely:

Our participants are more variable than the norming samples, perhaps because smarter people respond more variably
to personality questionnaires.

Here are a few other morbidly obese phrases, together with leaner alternatives
that often mean the same thing:1®
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make an appearance with
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appear with



www. ur dukut abkhanapk. bl ogspot . comr

is capable of being
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can be
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is dedicated to providing
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provides
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in the event that



if
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it is imperative that we
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we must
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brought about the organization of
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organized
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significantly expedite the process of
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speed up
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on a daily basis
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daily
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for the purpose of



to
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in the matter of
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about

in view of the fact that
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since
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owing to the fact that
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because
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relating to the subject of
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regarding
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have a facilitative impact
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help
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were in great need of
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needed
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at such time as
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when

It is widely observed that X
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Several kinds of verbiage are perennial targets for the delete key. Light verbs
such as make, do, have, bring, put, and take often do nothing but create a slot for
a zombie noun, as in make an appearance and put on a performance. Why not
just use the verb that spawned the zombie in the first place, like appear or
perform? A sentence beginning with It is or There is is often a candidate for
liposuction: There is competition between groups for resources works just fine
as Groups compete for resources. Other globs of verbal fat include the
metaconcepts we suctioned out in chapter 2, including matter, view, subject,
process, basis, factor, level, and model.

Omitting needless words, however, does not mean cutting out every single
word that is redundant in context. As we shall see, many omissible words earn
their keep by preventing the reader from making a wrong turn as she navigates
her way through the sentence. Others fill out a phrase’s rhythm, which can also
make the sentence easier for the reader to parse. Omitting such words is taking
the prime directive too far. There is a joke about a peddler who decided to train
his horse to get by without eating. “First I fed him every other day, and he did
just fine. Then I fed him every third day. Then every fourth day. But just I was
getting him down to one meal a week, he died on me!”

The advice to omit needless words should not be confused with the
puritanical edict that all writers must pare every sentence down to the shortest,
leanest, most abstemious version possible. Even writers who prize clarity don’t
do this. That’s because the difficulty of a sentence depends not just on its word
count but on its geometry. Good writers often use very long sentences, and they
garnish them with words that are, strictly speaking, needless. But they get away
with it by arranging the words so that a reader can absorb them a phrase at a
time, each phrase conveying a chunk of conceptual structure.

Take this excerpt from a 340-word soliloquy in a novel by Rebecca

Goldstein.!Z The speaker is a professor who has recently achieved professional
and romantic fulfillment and is standing on a bridge on a cold, starry night trying
to articulate his wonder at being alive:

Here it is then: the sense that existence is just such a tremendous thing,
one comes into it, astonishingly, here one is, formed by biology and
history, genes and culture, in the midst of the contingency of the world,
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here one is, one doesn’t know how, one doesn’t know why, and suddenly
one doesn’t know where one is either or who or what one is either, and all
that one knows is that one is a part of it, a considered and conscious part
of it, generated and sustained in existence in ways one can hardly
comprehend, all the time conscious of it, though, of existence, the fullness
of it, the reaching expanse and pulsing intricacy of it, and one wants to
live in a way that at least begins to do justice to it, one wants to expand
one’s reach of it as far as expansion is possible and even beyond that, to
live one’s life in a way commensurate with the privilege of being a part of
and conscious of the whole reeling glorious infinite sweep, a sweep that
includes, so improbably, a psychologist of religion named Cass Seltzer,
who, moved by powers beyond himself, did something more improbable
than all the improbabilities constituting his improbable existence could
have entailed, did something that won him someone else’s life, a better
life, a more brilliant life, a life beyond all the ones he had wished for in
the pounding obscurity of all his yearnings.

For all its length and lexical exuberance, the sentence is easy to follow,
because the reader never has to keep a phrase suspended in memory for long
while new words pour in. The tree has been shaped to spread the cognitive load
over time with the help of two kinds of topiary. One is a flat branching structure,
in which a series of mostly uncomplicated clauses are concatenated side by side
with and or with commas. The sixty-two words following the colon, for
example, consist mainly of a very long clause which embraces seven self-
contained clauses (shown as triangles) ranging from three to twenty words long:
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Noun Phrase

T

Article  Noun Clause
the sense that
existence is one comes here one is, here oneis one doesn't one doesn't and
justsuch a into it, formed by know how know why suddenly
tremendous astonishingly  biology and one doesn't
thing history, know where
genes and oneis
culture, in either or
the midst of who or
the what oneis
contingency either
of the world

The longest of these embedded clauses, the third and the last, are also flattish
trees, each composed of simpler phrases joined side by side with commas or
with or.

Even when the sentence structure gets more complicated, a reader can handle
the tree, because its geometry is mostly right-branching. In a right-branching
tree, the most complicated phrase inside a bigger phrase comes at the end of it,
that is, hanging from the rightmost branch. That means that when the reader has
to handle the complicated phrase, her work in analyzing all the other phrases is
done, and she can concentrate her mental energy on that one. The following
twenty-five-word phrase is splayed along a diagonal axis, indicating that it is
almost entirely right-branching:
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Verb Phrase

to  Verb Noun Phrase Prep Phrase

|
live /\
Noun Phrase Noun
| | Prep
one’s life | Noun Phrase
in
Article Noun  Adj Phrase

P

a way Adj Prep Phrase

commensurate Prep
| Noun Phrase

s

Article Noun Prep Phrase

] i s

the privilege Prep  Verb Phrase

of
Verb  Coordination

being

Coordination Noun Phrase

Dl

a part of and
conscious of

Article Adj  Noun Phrase

the whole

Coordination Noun

2 s |

reeling glorious sweep

infinite
The only exceptions, where the reader has to analyze a downstairs phrase before
the upstairs phrase is complete, are the two literary flourishes marked by the
triangles.

English is predominantly a right-branching language (unlike, say, Japanese or
Turkish), so right-branching trees come naturally to its writers. The full English
menu, though, offers them a few left-branching options. A modifier phrase can
be moved to the beginning, as in the sentence In Sophocles’ play, Oedipus
married his mother (the tree on page 82 displays the complicated left branch).
These front-loaded modifiers can be useful in qualifying a sentence, in tying it to
information mentioned earlier, or simply in avoiding the monotony of having
one right-branching sentence after another. As long as the modifier is short, it
poses no difficulty for the reader. But if it starts to get longer it can force a
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reader to entertain a complicated qualification before she has any idea what it is
qualifying. In the following sentence, the reader has to parse thirty-four words
before she gets to the part that tells her what the sentence is about, namely

policymakers:18

Because most existing studies have examined only a single stage of the supply chain, for example, productivity at the
farm, or efficiency of agricultural markets, in isolation from the rest of the supply chain, policymakers have been
unable to assess how problems identified at a single stage of the supply chain compare and interact with problems in
the rest of the supply chain.

Another common left-branching construction consists of a noun modified by
a complicated phrase that precedes it:

Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus

Failed password security question answer attempts limit

The US Department of the Treasury Office of Foreign Assets Control

Ann E. and Robert M. Bass Professor of Government Michael Sandel

T-fal Ultimate Hard Anodized Nonstick Expert Interior Thermo-Spot Heat
Indicator Anti-Warp Base Dishwasher Safe 12-Piece Cookware Set

Academics and bureaucrats concoct them all too easily; I once came up with a
monstrosity called the relative passive surface structure acceptability index. If
the left branch is slender enough, it is generally understandable, albeit top-heavy,
with all those words to parse before one arrives at the payoff. But if the branch is
bushy, or if one branch is packed inside another, a left-branching structure can
give the reader a headache. The most obvious examples are iterated possessives
such as my mother’s brother’s wife’s father’s cousin. Left-branching trees are a
hazard of headline writing. Here’s one that reported the death of a man who
achieved fifteen minutes of fame in 1994 for hatching a plot to get Tonya
Harding onto the US Olympic skating team by clubbing her main rival on the
knee:

ADMITTED OLYMPIC SKATER NANCY KERRIGAN ATTACKER BRIAN SEAN GRIFFITH DIES

A blogger posted a commentary entitled “Admitted Olympic Skater Nancy
Kerrigan Attacker Brian Sean Griffith Web Site Obituary Headline Writer Could
Have Been Clearer.” The lack of clarity in the original headline was the result of
its left-branching geometry: it has a ramified left branch (all the material before
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Dies), which itself contains a ramified left branch (all the material before Brian
Sean Griffith), which in turn contains a ramified left branch (all the material

before Attacker):12

Clause

/\

Noun Phrase Verb Phrase

Noun Phrase

/\

Adjective Noun Phrase

Noun Phrase

PN

Noun Phrase Noun Noun
Adjective Noun Noun Noun Noun Noun Noun Noun Verb
Admitted Olympic Skater Nancy Kerrigan  Attacker Brian Sean  Griffith Dies

Linguists call these constructions “noun piles.” Here are few others that have
been spotted by contributors to the forum Language Log:

NUDE Pic Row VICAR RESIGNS

TEXTING DEATH CRASH PEER JAILED

BEN DouGLAs BAFTA RACE Row HAIRDRESSER JAMES BROWN “SORRY”
FisH FooT SpA VIRUS BOMBSHELL

CHINA FERRARI SEX ORGY DEATH CRASH

My favorite explanation of the difference in difficulty between flat, right-
branching, and left-branching trees comes from Dr. Seuss’s Fox in Socks, who
takes a flat clause with three branches, each containing a short right-branching
clause, and recasts it as a single left-branching noun phrase: “When beetles fight
these battles in a bottle with their paddles and the bottle’s on a poodle and the

1 11 . 11 .7 . 111 111 11 1 1
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poodle’s eating noodles, they call this a muddle puddle tweetle poodle beetle
noodle bottle paddle battle.”

As much of a battle as left-branching structures can be, they are nowhere near
as muddled as center-embedded trees, those in which a phrase is jammed into the
middle of a larger phrase rather than fastened to its left or right edge. In 1950 the
linguist Robert A. Hall wrote a book called Leave Your Language Alone.
According to linguistic legend, it drew a dismissive review entitled “Leave
Leave Your Language Alone Alone.” The author was invited to reply, and wrote
a rebuttal called—of course—“Leave Leave Leave Your Language Alone Alone
Alone.”

Unfortunately, it’s only a legend; the recursive title was dreamed up by the

linguist Robin Lakoff for a satire of a linguistics journal.2? But it makes a serious
point: a multiply center-embedded sentence, though perfectly grammatical,

cannot be parsed by mortal humans.2L Though I’m sure you can follow an
explanation on why the string Leave Leave Leave Your Language Alone Alone
Alone has a well-formed tree, you could never recover it from the string. The
brain’s sentence parser starts to thrash when faced with the successive leaves at
the beginning, and it crashes altogether when it gets to the pile of alones at the
end.

Center-embedded constructions are not just linguistic in-jokes; they are often
the diagnosis for what we sense as “convoluted” or “tortuous” syntax. Here is an
example from a 1999 editorial on the Kosovo crisis (entitled “Aim Straight at the
Target: Indict Milosevic”) by the senator and former presidential candidate Bob

Dole:22

The view that beating a third-rate Serbian military that for the third time in a decade is brutally targeting civilians is
hardly worth the effort is not based on a lack of understanding of what is occurring on the ground.

As with Leave Leave Leave Your Language Alone Alone Alone, this sentence
ends bafflingly, with three similar phrases in a row: is brutally targeting
civilians, is hardly worth the effort, is not based on a lack of understanding.
Only with a tree diagram can you figure it out:
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Clause
Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
Article Noun Clause is not based on a
‘ | lack of understanding
. of what is occurring
the  view on the ground
that  Verb Phrase Verb Phrase

/\ is hardly worth

the effort
Verb Noun Phrase

|
beating/\

Article Noun Phrase Clause

|

a third-rate
Serbian
military

that Prep. Phrase Noun Phrase Verb Phrase

P\ BN

for the third time is brutally targeting
in a decade civilians

The first of the three is-phrases, is brutally targeting civilians, is the most deeply
embedded one; it is part of a relative clause that modifies third-rate Serbian
military. That entire phrase (the military that is targeting the civilians) is the
object of the verb beating. That still bigger phrase (beating the military) is the
subject of a sentence whose predicate is the second is-phrase, is hardly worth the
effort. That sentence in turn belongs to a clause which spells out the content of
the noun view. The noun phrase containing view is the subject of the third is-
phrase, is not based on a lack of understanding.

In fact, the reader’s misery begins well before she plows into the pile of is-
phrases at the end. Midway through the sentence, while she is parsing the most
deeply embedded clause, she has to figure out what the third-rate Serbian
military is doing, which she can only do when she gets to the gap before is
brutally targeting civilians nine words later (the link between them is shown as a
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curved arrow). Recall that filling gaps is a chore which arises when a relative
clause introduces a filler noun and leaves the reader uncertain about what role it
is going to play until she finds a gap for it to fill. As she is waiting to find out,
new material keeps pouring in (for the third time in a decade), making it easy for
her to lose track of how to join them up.

Can this sentence be saved? If you insist on keeping it as a single sentence, a
good start is to disinter each embedded clause and place it side by side with the
clause that contained it, turning a deeply center-embedded tree into a relatively
flat one. This would give us For the third time in a decade, a third-rate Serbian
military is brutally targeting civilians, but beating it is hardly worth the effort;
this view is not based on a lack of understanding of what is occurring on the
ground.

Clause
/\
Clause Clause
/\
Clause Clause
SN
Prepositional Phrase Clause

For the third time  athird-rate Serbian but beating it is this view is not
in a decade military is brutally ~ bardly worth the  based on a lack of
targeting civilians  effort understanding of
what is occurring

on the ground

It’s still not a great sentence, but now that the tree is flatter one can see how to
lop off entire branches and make them into separate sentences. Splitting in two
(or three or four) is often the best way to tame a sentence that has grown unruly.
In the following chapter, which is about sequences of sentences rather than



www. ur dukut abkhanapk. bl ogspot . comr

individual sentences, we’ll see how to do that.

How does a writer manage to turn out such tortuous syntax? It happens when
he shovels phrase after phrase onto the page in the order in which each one
occurs to him. The problem is that the order in which thoughts occur to the
writer is different from the order in which they are easily recovered by a reader.
It’s a syntactic version of the curse of knowledge. The writer can see the links
among the concepts in his internal web of knowledge, and has forgotten that a
reader needs to build an orderly tree to decipher them from his string of words.

In chapter 3 I mentioned two ways to improve your prose—showing a draft
to someone else, and revisiting it after some time has passed—and both can
allow you to catch labyrinthine syntax before inflicting it on your readers.
There’s a third time-honored trick: read the sentence aloud. Though the rhythm
of speech isn’t the same as the branching of a tree, it’s related to it in a
systematic way, so if you stumble as you recite a sentence, it may mean you’re
tripping on your own treacherous syntax. Reading a draft, even in a mumble,
also forces you to anticipate what your readers will be doing as they understand
your prose. Some people are surprised by this advice, because they think of the
claim by speed-reading companies that skilled readers go directly from print to
thought. Perhaps they also recall the stereotype from popular culture in which
unskilled readers move their lips when they read. But laboratory studies have
shown that even skilled readers have a little voice running through their heads

the whole time.22 The converse is not true—you might zip through a sentence of
yours that everyone else finds a hard slog—but prose that’s hard for you to
pronounce will almost certainly be hard for someone else to comprehend.

Earlier I mentioned that holding the branches of a tree in memory is one of the
two cognitive challenges in parsing a sentence. The other is growing the right
branches, that is, inferring how the words are supposed to join up in phrases.
Words don’t come with labels like “I’m a noun” or “I’m a verb.” Nor is the
boundary where one phrase leaves off and the next one begins marked on the
page. The reader has to guess, and it’s up to the writer to ensure that the guesses
are correct. They aren’t always. A few years ago a member of a consortium of
student groups at Yale put out this press release:

I’'m coordinating a huge event for Yale University which is titled
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“Campus-Wide Sex Week.”

The week involves a faculty lecture series with topics such as
transgender issues: where does one gender end and the other begin, the
history of romance, and the history of the vibrator. Student talks on the
secrets of great sex, hooking up, and how to be a better lover and a
student panel on abstainance. . . . A faculty panel on sex in college with
four professors. a movie film festival (sex fest 2002) and a concert with
local bands and yale bands. . . .

The event is going to be huge and all of campus is going to be
involved.

One recipient, the writer Ron Rosenbaum, commented, “One of my first
thoughts on reading this was that before Yale (my beloved alma mater) had a
Sex Week it ought to institute a gala Grammar and Spelling Week. In addition to
‘abstainance’ (unless it was a deliberate mistake in order to imply that “Yale puts
the stain in abstinence’) there was that intriguing ‘faculty panel on sex in college
with four professors,” whose syntax makes it sound more illicit than it was

probably intended to be.”?4

The student coordinator had blundered into the problem of syntactic
ambiguity. In the simpler case of lexical ambiguity, an individual word has two
meanings, as in the headlines SAFETY EXPERTS SAY SCHOOL BUS PASSENGERS
SHOULD BE BELTED and NEw VACCINE MAY CONTAIN RABIES. In syntactic
ambiguity, there may be no single word that is ambiguous, but the words can be
interconnected into more than one tree. The organizer of Sex Week at Yale
intended the first tree, which specifies a panel with four professors: Rosenbaum
parsed it with the second tree, which specifies sex with four professors:
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Noun Phrase

Article Noun Prep. Phrase

Prep. Noun Phrase

Noun Prep. Phrase
a panel on sex with four
professors

Noun Phrase

/\
Article Noun Prep. Phrase
/\
Prep. Noun Phrase
/\
Noun Prep. Phrase
/\
a panel on sex with four
professors

Syntactic ambiguities are the source of frequently emailed bloopers in
newspaper headlines (LAwW TO PROTECT SQUIRRELS HIT BY MAYOR), medical
reports (The young man had involuntary seminal fluid emission when he
engaged in foreplay for several weeks), classified ads (Wanted: Man to take care
of cow that does not smoke or drink), church bulletins (This week’s youth
discussion will be on teen suicide in the church basement), and letters of
recommendation (I enthusiastically recommend this candidate with no

qualifications whatsoever).22 These Internet memes may seem too good to be
true, but I’ve come across a few on my own, and colleagues have sent me others:



www. ur dukut abkhanapk. bl ogspot . comr

Prosecutors yesterday confirmed they will appeal the “unduly lenient”
sentence of a motorist who escaped prison after being convicted of killing
a cyclist for the second time.

THE PUBLIC VALUES FAILURES OF CLIMATE SCIENCE IN THE US

A teen hunter has been convicted of second-degree manslaughter for fatally
shooting a hiker on a popular Washington state trail he had mistaken for a
bear.

MANUFACTURING DATA HELPS INVIGORATE WALL STREET2®

THE TROUBLE WITH TESTING MANIA

For every ambiguity that is inadvertently funny or ironic, there must be
thousands that are simply confusing. The reader has to scan the sentence several
times to figure out which of two meanings the writer intended, or worse, she
may come away with the wrong meaning without realizing it. Here are three I
noticed in just a few days of reading:

The senator plans to introduce legislation next week that fixes a critical flaw in the military’s handling of assault cases.
The measure would replace the current system of adjudicating sexual assault by taking the cases outside a victim’s
chain of command. [Is it the new measure that takes the cases outside the chain of command, or is it the current
system?]

China has closed a dozen websites, penalized two popular social media sites, and detained six people for circulating
rumors of a coup that rattled Beijing in the middle of its worst high-level political crisis in years. [Did the coup rattle
Beijing, or did rumors?]

Last month, Iran abandoned preconditions for resuming international negotiations over its nuclear programs that the West
had considered unacceptable. [Were the preconditions unacceptable, or the negotiations, or the programs?]

And for every ambiguity that yields a coherent (but unintended)
interpretation of the whole sentence, there must be thousands which trip up the
reader momentarily, forcing her to backtrack and re-parse a few words.
Psycholinguists call these local ambiguities “garden paths,” from the expression

“to lead someone up the garden path,” that is, to mislead him. They have made

an art form out of grammatical yet unparsable sentences:2’

The horse raced past the barn fell. [= “The horse that was raced (say, by a
jockey) past the barn was the horse that fell.”]

The man who hunts ducks out on weekends.

Cotton clothing is made from is grown in Egypt.

Fat people eat accumulates.

The prime number few.
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When Fred eats food gets thrown.

I convinced her children are noisy.

She told me a little white lie will come back to haunt me.

The old man the boat.

Have the students who failed the exam take the supplementary.

Most garden paths in everyday writing, unlike the ones in textbooks, don’t
bring the reader to a complete standstill; they just delay her for a fraction of a
second. Here are a few I’ve collected recently, with an explanation of what led
me astray in each case:

During the primary season, Mr. Romney opposed the Dream Act, proposed legislation that would have allowed many
young illegal immigrants to remain in the country. [Romney opposed the Act and also proposed some legislation? No,
the Act is a piece of legislation that had been proposed.]

Those who believe in the necessity of nuclear weapons as a deterrent tool fundamentally rely on the fear of retaliation,
whereas those who don’t focus more on the fear of an accidental nuclear launch that might lead to nuclear war. [Those
who don’t focus? No, those who don’t believe in the necessity of a nuclear deterrent.]

The data point to increasing benefits with lower and lower LDL levels, said Dr. Daniel J. Rader. [Is this sentence about

a data point? No, it’s about data which point to something. ]

But the Supreme Court’s ruling on the health care law last year, while upholding it, allowed states to choose whether
to expand Medicaid. Those that opted not to leave about eight million uninsured people who live in poverty without
any assistance at all. [Opted not to leave? No, opted not to expand.]

Garden paths can turn the experience of reading from an effortless glide
through a sentence to a tedious two-step of little backtracks. The curse of
knowledge hides them from the writer, who therefore must put some effort into
spotting and extirpating them. Fortunately, garden-pathing is a major research
topic in psycholinguistics, so we know what to look for. Experimenters have
recorded readers’ eye movements and brainwaves as they work their way
through sentences, and have identified both the major lures that lead readers

astray and the helpful signposts that guide them in the right direction.28

Prosody. Most garden paths exist only on the printed page. In speech, the
prosody of a sentence (its melody, rhythm, and pausing) eliminates any
possibility of the hearer taking a wrong turn: The man who HUNTS . . . ducks out
on weekends; The PRIME . . . number few. That’s one of the reasons a writer
should mutter, mumble, or orate a draft of his prose to himself, ideally after
enough time has elapsed that it is no longer familiar. He may find himself
trapped in his own garden paths.

Punctuation. A second obvious way to avoid garden paths is to punctuate a
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sentence properly. Punctuation, together with other graphical indicators such as
italics, capitalization, and spacing, developed over the history of printed
language to do two things. One is to provide the reader with hints about prosody,
thus bringing writing a bit closer to speech. The other is to provide her with hints
about the major divisions of the sentence into phrases, thus eliminating some of
the ambiguity in how to build the tree. Literate readers rely on punctuation to
guide them through a sentence, and mastering the basics is a nonnegotiable
requirement for anyone who writes.

Many of the silliest ambiguities in the Internet memes come from newspaper
headlines and magazine tag lines precisely because they have been stripped of all
punctuation. Two of my favorites are MAN EATING PIRANHA MISTAKENLY SOLD
As PET FisH and RACHAEL RAY FINDS INSPIRATION IN COOKING HER FAMILY AND
HER DoG. The first is missing the hyphen that bolts together the pieces of the
compound word that was supposed to remind readers of the problem with
piranhas, man-eating. The second is missing the commas that delimit the phrases
making up the list of inspirations: cooking, her family, and her dog.

Generous punctuation would also take the fun out of some of the
psycholinguists’ garden path sentences, such as When Fred eats food gets
thrown. And the press release on Sex Week at Yale would have been easier to
parse had the student authors spent less time studying the history of the vibrator
and more time learning how to punctuate. (Why is the history of romance a
transgender issue? What are the secrets of how to be a student panel?)

Unfortunately, even the most punctilious punctuation is not informative
enough to eliminate all garden paths. Modern punctuation has a grammar of its
own, which corresponds neither to the pauses in speech nor to the boundaries in

syntax.22 It would be nice, for example, if we could clear things up by writing
Fat people eat, accumulates, or I convinced her, children are noisy. But as we
shall see in chapter 6, using a comma to separate a subject from its predicate or a
verb from one of its complements is among the most grievous sins of
mispunctuation. You can get away with it when the need for disambiguation
becomes an emergency, as in George Bernard Shaw’s remark “He who can,
does; he who cannot, teaches” (and in Woody Allen’s addendum “And he who
cannot teach, teaches gym”). But in general the divisions between the major
parts of a clause, such as subject and predicate, are comma-free zones, no matter
how complex the syntax.

Words that signal syntactic structure. Another way to prevent garden paths is
to give some respect to the apparently needless little words which don’t
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contribute much to the meaning of a sentence and are in danger of ending up on
the cutting-room floor, but which can earn their keep by marking the beginnings
of phrases. Foremost among them are the subordinator that and relative
pronouns like which and who, which can signal the beginning of a relative
clause. In some phrases, these are “needless words” that can be deleted, as in the
man [whom] I love and things [that] my father said, sometimes taking is or are
with them, as in A house [which is] divided against itself cannot stand. The
deletions are tempting to a writer because they tighten up a sentence’s rhythm
and avoid the ugly sibilance of which. But if the which-hunt is prosecuted too
zealously, it may leave behind a garden path. Many of the textbook examples
become intelligible when the little words are restored: The horse which was
raced past the barn fell; Fat which people eat accumulates.

Oddly enough, one of the most easily overlooked disambiguating words in
English is the most frequent word in the language: the lowly definite article the.
The meaning of the is not easy to state (we’ll get to it in the next chapter), but it
could not be a clearer marker of syntax: when a reader encounters it, she has
indubitably entered a noun phrase. The definite article can be omitted before
many nouns, but the result can feel claustrophobic, as if noun phrases keep
bumping into you without warning:

If selection pressure on a trait is strong, then alleles of If the selection pressure on a trait is strong, then alleles of
large effect are likely to be common, but if selection large effect are likely to be common, but if the selection
pressure is weak, then existing genetic variation is unlikely  pressure is weak, then the existing genetic variation is

to include alleles of large effect. unlikely to include alleles of large effect.

Mr. Zimmerman talked to police repeatedly and Mr. Zimmerman talked to the police repeatedly and
willingly. willingly.

This feeling that a definite noun phrase without the does not properly announce
itself may underlie the advice of many writers and editors to avoid the journalese
construction on the left below (sometimes called the false title) and introduce the
noun phrase with a dignified the, even if it is semantically unnecessary:

People who have been interviewed on the show include People who have been interviewed on the show include
novelist Zadie Smith and cellist Yo-Yo Ma. the novelist Zadie Smith and the cellist Yo-Yo Ma.

As linguist Geoffrey Pullum has noted, sometimes the As the linguist Geoffrey Pullum has noted, sometimes
passive voice is necessary. the passive voice is necessary.

Though academic prose is often stuffed with needless words, there is also a
suffocating style of technical writing in which the little words like the, are, and
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that have been squeezed out. Restoring them gives the reader some breathing
space, because the words guide her into the appropriate phrase and she can
attend to the meaning of the content words without simultaneously having to
figure out what kind of phrase she is in:

Evidence is accumulating that most previous Evidence is accumulating that most of the previous
publications claiming genetic associations with publications that claimed genetic associations with
behavioral traits are false positives, or at best vast behavioral traits are false positives, or at best are vast
overestimates of true effect sizes. overestimates of the true effect sizes.

Another tradeoff between brevity and clarity may be seen in the placement of
modifiers. A noun can be modified either by a prepositional phrase on the right
or by a naked noun on the left: data on manufacturing versus manufacturing
data, strikes by teachers versus teacher strikes, stockholders in a company
versus company stockholders. The little preposition can make a big difference.
The headline MANUFACTURING DATA HELPS INVIGORATE WALL STREET could
have used one, and a preposition would also have come in handy in TEACHER
STRIKES IDLE KiDs and TEXTRON MAKES OFFER TO SCREW COMPANY
STOCKHOLDERS.

Frequent strings and senses. Y et another lure into a garden path comes from
the statistical patterns of the English language, in which certain words are likely

to precede or follow others.2? As we become fluent readers we file away in
memory tens of thousands of common word pairs, such as horse race, hunt
ducks, cotton clothing, fat people, prime number, old man, and data point. These
pairs pop out of the text at us, and when they belong to the same phrase they can
lubricate the parsing process, allowing the words to be joined up quickly. But
when they coincidentally find themselves rubbing shoulders despite belonging to
different phrases, the reader will be derailed. That’s what makes the garden paths
in the textbook examples so seductive, together with my real-word example that
begins with the words The data point.

The textbook examples also stack the deck by taking advantage of a second
way in which readers go with statistical patterns in the English language: when
faced with an ambiguous word, readers favor the more frequent sense. The
textbook garden paths trip up the reader because they contain ambiguous words
in which the less frequent sense is the correct one: race in the transitive version
of race the horse (rather than the intransitive the horse raced), fat as a noun
rather than as an adjective, number as a verb rather than a noun, and so on. This
can lead to garden paths in real life, too. Consider the sentence So there I stood,
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still as a glazed dog. 1 stumbled when I first read it, thinking that the writer
continued to be a glazed dog (the frequent sense of still as an adverb), rather than
that he was as motionless as a glazed dog (the infrequent sense of still as an
adjective).

Structural parallelism. A bare syntactic tree, minus the words at the tips of its
branches, lingers in memory for a few seconds after the words are gone, and
during that time it is available as a template for the reader to use in parsing the

next phrase.3L If the new phrase has the same structure as the preceding one, its
words can be slotted into the waiting tree, and the reader will absorb it
effortlessly. The pattern is called structural parallelism, and it is one of the oldest
tricks in the book for elegant (and often stirring) prose:

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters.

We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we
shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners
will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. . . . I have a dream that my four little children will one day
live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.

Structural parallelism works not just in poetic and hortatory passages but also
in ordinary expository prose. Here is Bertrand Russell using it to explain the
movement called romanticism:

The romantic movement is characterized, as a whole, by the substitution of aesthetic for utilitarian standards. The
earth-worm is useful, but not beautiful; the tiger is beautiful, but not useful. Darwin (who was not a romantic) praised
the earth-worm; Blake praised the tiger.

Go back to the four passages of good writing in chapter 1 and you’ll find
example after example of structural parallelism, so many of them that after I
called your attention to the first few I stopped pointing them out.

Although neophyte writers may repeat a simple sentence structure to the
point of inanity, most writers go to the opposite extreme and vary their syntax
capriciously. This can keep the reader off balance, luring her into wrong guesses
about a sentence’s structure. Take this entry on noun plurals, from, of all books,
The New York Times Manual of Style and Usage:

Nouns derived from foreign languages form plurals in different ways. Some use the original, foreign plurals: alumnae;
alumni; data; media; phenomena. But form the plurals of others simply by adding s: curriculums; formulas;
memorandums; stadiums.
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Were you stopped short, as I was, by “form the plurals”? The passage begins
with two indicative sentences whose subjects refer to foreign nouns, and whose
predicates comment on how those nouns “form” or “use” the plural. Then,
without warning, the third sentence shifts to the imperative mood and we are
supposed to have the reader, not the nouns, forming plurals in a certain way.

And here’s an all-too-typical example from academic prose, where the author
felt that he had to vary his syntax from clause to clause and ended up with a big
fat garden path:

The authors propose that distinct selection pressures have influenced cognitive abilities and personality traits, and that
intelligence differences are the result of mutation-selection balance, while balancing selection accounts for personality
differences.

To be fair, it’s not the author’s fault that the technical term balancing selection
looks like a verb phrase (to balance a selection) but is really a noun phrase (one
of several kinds of natural selection). But to encourage the reader to parse it as a
noun phrase, he should have set up a context in which the reader indeed expects
to see a noun phrase. Instead he threw us off by ping-ponging from a cause-
effect order in the first clause (have influenced) to an effect-cause order in the
second (are the result of) and then back to a cause-effect order in the third
(accounts for). And while he was at it, he varied his vocabulary from one
sentence to the next, again for no good reason: cognitive abilities in the first
clause refers to the same thing that intelligence does in the second. Recasting the
sentence with parallel syntax and consistent terminology makes it intelligible
even to readers who are not familiar with the technical terms:

The authors propose that distinct selection pressures have influenced cognitive abilities and personality traits: mutation-
selection balance accounts for differences in cognitive ability, whereas balancing selection accounts for differences in
personality traits.

Note, too, how parallel syntax can allow a reader to make sense of even the most
unintelligible of the garden path sentences: Though the horse guided past the
barn walked with ease, the horse raced past the barn fell.

Attachment to the phrase next door. Finally, we get to the panel on sex with
four professors. Here we have a bias that is mainly geometrical. Go back to the
trees on page 117. Why is the tree on the bottom, with the unintended meaning,
the one the reader arrived at? The difference is in where the phrase with four
professors is attached. When given a choice, readers tend to attach phrases lower
in the tree rather than higher. Another way of putting it is that they like to absorb
words into the phrase they are working on for as long they can, rather than
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closing off the phrase and figuring out somewhere else to place the incoming
words.

Since readers tend to link a phrase to the words that came just before it, they
will misunderstand a sentence when the writer had a more remote association in
mind. Together with the sex with professors, this bias explains the foreplay of
several weeks’ duration, the cow that does not smoke or drink, the job candidate
with no qualifications, the cyclist who was killed twice, the trail that was
mistaken for a bear, and the coup that rattled Beijing.
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1N1S WeeK S youtn aiscussion 1n the Cnurcn basement will De On teen suiclae.

I enthusiastically recommend, with no qualifications whatsoever, this
candidate.

Prosecutors yesterday confirmed they will appeal the “unduly lenient”
sentence of a motorist who escaped prison after being convicted for the
second time of killing a cyclist.

A teen hunter has been convicted of second-degree manslaughter for fatally
shooting a hiker he had mistaken for a bear on a popular Washington state
trail.

The guideline to move a phrase close to the words it belongs with, and away
from those it doesn’t belong with, is useful only insofar as the rules of English
syntax allow a phrase to be moved. Our language puts us at a disadvantage here.
In many other languages, such as Latin and Russian, writers have the freedom to
scramble the order of words to suit their rhetorical purposes, because case
markers on the nouns, or agreement markers on the verbs, will keep the
relationships straight in the reader’s mind. English, which has a rudimentary
system of case and agreement, must be more tyrannical about order.

This puts the writer in a bind. The rules of English syntax force him to put the
subject before the verb, and the verb before the object. But he may not want the
reader to think about the content of the subject before she thinks about the
contents of the verb and object.

Why should a writer want to control the order in which the reader thinks her
thoughts? Preventing unwanted attachments, as we have just seen, is one reason.
There are two others, and each is a monumental principle of composition.

Save the heaviest for last. The Scottish prayer asks the Lord to deliver us
from “ghoulies and ghosties and long-leggedy beasties and things that go bump
in the night”—mnot from “things that go bump in the night and long-leggedy
beasties and ghoulies and ghosties.” The order fits with our cognitive processes:
it’s taxing to work on a big heavy phrase (things that go bump in the night) while
you are holding in memory an incomplete bigger phrase it’s part of (in this case,
the four-part coordination embracing things, beasties, ghoulies, and ghosties). A
big heavy phrase is easier to handle if it comes at the end, when your work
assembling the overarching phrase is done and nothing else is on your mind. (It’s
another version of the advice to prefer right-branching trees over left-branching
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and center-embedded ones.) Light-before-heavy is one of the oldest principles in
linguistics, having been discovered in the fourth century BCE by the Sanskrit

grammarian Panini 32 1t often guides the intuitions of writers when they have to
choose an order for items in a list, as in life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness; The Wild, The Innocent, and The E Street Shuffle; and Faster than a
speeding bullet! More powerful than a locomotive! Able to leap tall buildings in
a single bound!

Topic, then comment. Given, then new. These are more precise versions of
the Strunkian advice to “put the emphatic words of a sentence at the end.” Paul
McCartney was mindful of the advice when he sang, “So may I introduce to you,
the act you’ve known for all these years: Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club
Band!” Once he had the listeners’ attention, and reminded them that they were
there to be introduced to someone, he used the end of the sentence to provide the
newsworthy information; he did not sing, “Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts
Club Band, the act you’ve known for all these years; may I introduce them to
you?”22 Once again, it’s good cognitive psychology: people learn by integrating
new information into their existing web of knowledge. They don’t like it when a
fact is hurled at them from out of the blue and they have to keep it levitating in
short-term memory until they find a relevant background to embed it in a few
moments later. Topic-then-comment and given-then-new orderings are major
contributors to coherence, the feeling that one sentence flows into the next rather
than jerking the reader around.

English syntax demands subject before object. Human memory demands
light before heavy. Human comprehension demands topic before comment and
given before new. How can a writer reconcile these irreconcilable demands
about where the words should go in a sentence?

Necessity is the mother of invention, and over the centuries the English
language has developed workarounds for its rigid syntax. They consist of
alternative constructions that are more or less synonymous but that place the
participants in different positions in the left-to-right ordering of the string, which
means they appear at different times in the early-to-late processing in a reader’s
mind. Fluent writers have these constructions at their fingertips to
simultaneously control the content of a sentence and the sequencing of its words.

Foremost among them is the unfairly maligned passive voice: Laius was
killed by Oedipus, as opposed to Oedipus killed Laius. In chapter 2 we saw one
of the benefits of the passive, namely that the agent of the event, expressed in the
by-phrase, can go unmentioned. This is handy for mistake-makers who are trying
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to keep their names out of the spotlight and for narrators who want you to know
that helicopters were used to put out some fires but don’t think you need to know
that it was a guy named Bob who flew one of the helicopters. Now we see the
other major benefit of the passive: it allows the doer to be mentioned later in the
sentence than the done-to. That comes in handy in implementing the two
principles of composition when they would otherwise be stymied by the rigid
word order of English. The passive allows a writer to postpone the mention of a
doer that is heavy, old news, or both. Let’s look at how this works.

Consider this passage from the Wikipedia entry for Oedipus Rex, which
(spoiler alert) reveals the terrible truth about Oedipus’s parentage.

A man arrives from Corinth with the message that Oedipus’s father has died. . . . It emerges that this messenger was
formerly a shepherd on Mount Cithaeron, and that he was given a baby. . . . The baby, he says, was given to him by
another shepherd from the Laius household, who had been told to get rid of the child.

It contains three passives in quick succession (was given a baby; was given to
him; had been told), and for good reason. First we are introduced to a
messenger; all eyes are upon him. If he figures in any subsequent news, he
should be mentioned first. And so he is, thanks to the passive voice, even though
the news does not involve his doing anything: He (old information) was given a
baby (new information).

Now that we’ve been introduced to a baby, the baby is on our minds. If
there’s anything new to say about him, the news should begin with a mention of
that baby. Once again the passive voice makes that possible, even though the
baby didn’t do anything: The baby, he says, was given to him by another
shepherd. The shepherd in question is not just newsworthy but also heavy: he is
being singled out with the big, hairy phrase another shepherd from the Laius
household, who had been told to get rid of the child. That’s a lot of verbiage for
a reader to handle while figuring out the syntax of the sentence, but the passive
voice allows it to come at the end, when all of the reader’s other work is done.

Now imagine that an editor mindlessly followed the common advice to avoid
the passive and altered the passage accordingly:

A man arrives from Corinth with the message that Oedipus’s father has died. . . . It emerges that this messenger was
formerly a shepherd on Mount Cithaeron, and that someone gave him a baby. . . . Another shepherd from the Laius
household, he says, whom someone had told to get rid of the child, gave the baby to him.

Active, shmactive! This is what happens when a heavy phrase with new
information is forced into the beginning of a sentence just because it happens to

ho the agent nf tha artinn and that’c tha anlyr nlare an artive contenca wrill 1ot it
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appear.

The original passage had a third passive—who had been told to get rid of the
child—which the copy editor of my nightmares has also turned into an active:
whom someone had told to get rid of the child. This highlights yet another payoff
of the passive voice: it can unburden memory by shortening the interval between
a filler and a gap. When an item is modified by a relative clause, and its role
inside the clause is the object of the verb, the reader is faced with a long span

between the filler and the gap.2* Look at the tree at the top of the next page,
which has a relative clause in the active voice:

Noun Phrase

T

Article Noun Clause
a shepherd /\
Noun Phrase Clause
whom /\
Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
someone /\

Verb Verb Phrase

|
had

Verb Noun Phrase  Verb Phrase

‘ (object)
told ‘ A

v to get rid
of the child

You can see a long arrow between the filler whom and the gap after told, which
spans three words and three newly introduced phrases. That’s the material a
reader must hold in mind between the time she encounters whom and the time
she can figure out what the whom is doing. Now look at the second tree, where
the relative clause has been put in the passive. A puny arrow connects the filler
who with a gap right next door, and the reader gets instant gratification: no
sooner does she come across who than she knows what it’s doing.
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Noun Phrase

T

Article Noun Clause
a shepherd /\
Noun Phrase Clause
1 /\
Noun Phrase Verb Phrase
(subject) /\
_ Verb Verb Phrase
had Verb Verb Phrase

been Verb Verb Phrase

SRVAN

to get rid
of the child

True, the passive phrase itself is heavier than the active, with four levels of
branching rather than three, but it comes at the end, where there’s nothing else to
keep track of. That’s why well-written prose puts object relative clauses in the
passive voice, and difficult prose keeps them in the active voice, like this:

Among those called to the meeting was Mohamed ElBaradei, the former United Nations diplomat protesters
demanding Mr. Morsi’s ouster have tapped __ as one of their negotiators over a new interim government, Reuters
reported, citing unnamed official sources.

This sentence is encumbered, among other things, by a long stretch between the
filler of the relative clause, the former United Nations diplomat, and the gap
after tapped seven words later. Though the sentence may be beyond salvation,
passivizing the relative clause would be a place to start: the former United
Nations diplomat who has been tapped by protesters demanding Mr. Morsi’s
ouster.

The passive voice is just one of the gadgets that the English language makes
available to rearrange phrases while preserving their semantic roles. Here are a
few others that are handy when the need arises to separate illicit neighbors, to
place old information before new, to put fillers close to their gaps, or to save the

heaviest for last:32
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Basic order:
Oedipus met Laius on the road to Thebes.

Basic order:
The servant left the baby whom Laius had condemned
to die on the mountaintop.

Double-object dative:
Jocasta handed her servant the infant.

Basic construction:

A curse was on the kingdom.

Clause as subject:
That Oedipus would learn the truth was inevitable.

Basic construction:
Oedipus killed Laius.

Basic construction:
Oedipus killed Laius.

Preposing:
On the road to Thebes, Oedipus met Laius.

Postposing:
The servant left on the mountaintop the baby whom
Laius had condemned to die.

Prepositional dative:
Jocasta handed the infant to her servant.

Existential:
There was a curse on the kingdom.

Extraposed clause:
It was inevitable that Oedipus would learn the truth.

Cleft:
It was Oedipus who killed Laius.
It was Laius whom Oedipus killed.

Pseudo-cleft:
What Oedipus did was kill Laius.

The versions on the right are a bit longer, wordier, or more formal than the ones
on the left, and the last four, with their needless words (there, it, what), are often
good candidates for replacement by their snappier near-synonyms. But by now
you can see why they’re sometimes useful: they give the writer additional
freedom in ordering phrases in the tree.

Preposing allows the writer to move a modifying phrase leftward, which can
separate it from a pesky little phrase to which it might otherwise attach itself (as
with the young man who had involuntary seminal emissions if he engaged in
foreplay for several weeks). The next four constructions allow a writer to shift a
phrase rightward when it is too heavy or too newsworthy to be taking up space
in the middle of a sentence. The last two allow a writer an additional lever of
control over what the reader will treat as given and what she will treat as new.
The cleft inverts the usual ordering: the new information is thrust into the
spotlight early, and the given information, which serves as its background,
comes at the end. The pseudo-cleft retains the usual order (given-to-new), but
both kinds of clefting add an important twist: the given information is not old
news, in the sense of having been mentioned earlier in the discussion, but
presupposed: the reader is asked to accept it as true, and is now being informed
what it is true of. It was Oedipus who killed Laius, for example, takes it for
granted that someone killed Laius, the only question being who; the main clause

of the sentence informs us who the who is.
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of verb. Some verbs have a counterpart which narrates the same scenario but fills
its grammatical slots (subject, object, oblique object) with different role-players
(the mover, the thing moved, the source, or the recipient):

Jocasta gave the infant to her servant. The servant received the infant from Jocasta.
She robbed her uncle of a cigar. She stole a cigar from her uncle.

Morris sold a watch to Zak. Zak bought a watch from Morris.

I substituted margarine for the lard. I replaced the lard with margarine.

The vandals fled the police. The police chased the vandals.

The goalie sustained an injury from the onrushing The onrushing forward inflicted an injury on the
forward. goalie.

Like the menu of constructions, the menu of verbs can give a writer several
options on where to place a given, new, light, or heavy phrase. Holding the
crime constant, the verb rob places the ill-gotten gains at the end (She robbed
her uncle of an expensive hand-rolled Cuban cigar); the verb steal places the
victim at the end (She stole a cigar from her greedy lascivious uncle).

Good writers may have no explicit awareness of how these constructions and
verb types work, and they certainly don’t know their names. The words and
structures lie waiting in memory, bearing little tags like “here’s a way to delay
mentioning a modifier” or “my direct object is the thing being transferred.”
Accomplished wordsmiths identify a need while writing, or spot a problem in a
sentence while revising, and when all goes well the suitable word or construction
pops into mind.

Just below the surface of these inchoate intuitions, I believe, is a tacit
awareness that the writer’s goal is to encode a web of ideas into a string of words
using a tree of phrases. Aspiring wordsmiths would do well to cultivate this
awareness. It can help rid their writing of errors, dead ends, and confusing
passages. And it can take the fear and boredom out of grammar, because it’s
always more inviting to master a system when you have a clear idea of what it is
designed to accomplish.
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Chapter 5

ARCS OF COHERENCE

HOW TO ENSURE THAT READERS WILL GRASP THE TOPIC,
GET THE POINT, KEEP TRACK OF THE PLAYERS, AND SEE
HOW ONE IDEA FOLLOWS FROM ANOTHER

o many things can go wrong in a passage of prose. The writing can be

bloated, self-conscious, academic; these are habits that classic style, which
treats prose as a window onto the world, is designed to break. The passage can
be cryptic, abstruse, arcane; these are symptoms of the curse of knowledge. The
syntax can be defective, convoluted, ambiguous; these are flaws that can be
prevented by an awareness of the treelike nature of a sentence.

This chapter is about yet another thing that can go wrong in writing. Even if
every sentence in a text is crisp, lucid, and well formed, a succession of them can
feel choppy, disjointed, unfocused—in a word, incoherent. Consider this
passage:

The northern United States and Canada are places where herons live and breed. Spending the winter here has its
advantages. Great Blue Herons live and breed in most of the northern United States. It’s an advantage for herons to
avoid the dangers of migration. Herons head south when the cold weather arrives. The earliest herons to arrive on the
breeding grounds have an advantage. The winters are relatively mild in Cape Cod.

The individual sentences are clear enough, and they obviously pertain to a single
topic. But the passage is incomprehensible. By the second sentence we’re
wondering about where here is. The third has us puzzling over whether great
blue herons differ from herons in general, and if they do, whether these herons
live only in the northern United States, unlike the other herons, who live in
Canada as well. The fourth sentence seems to come out of the blue, and the fifth
seems to contradict the fourth. The paragraph is then rounded out with two non
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sequiturs.

Now, I doctored this passage to make it bewilderingly incoherent, just to
dramatize the topic of this chapter. But lesser failures of coherence are among
the commonest flaws in writing. Consider some of the clumsy sentences I fixed
in earlier chapters, repeated here in their improved versions:

The researchers found that in groups with little alcoholism, such as Jews, people actually drink moderate amounts of
alcohol, but few of them drink too much and become alcoholics.

For the third time in a decade, a third-rate Serbian military is brutally targeting civilians, but beating it is hardly worth the
effort; this view is not based on a lack of understanding of what is occurring on the ground.

Even with the syntax repaired, the sentences are difficult to understand, and the
original contexts don’t make them any clearer. The problem is coherence: we
don’t know why one clause follows another. No further tinkering with the syntax
will help. We need a context that leads the reader to understand why the writer
felt the need to assert what she is now asserting:

One might think that the reason some ethnic groups have high rates of alcoholism is that drinking is common in the group.
According to this hypothesis, drinking even moderate amounts of alcohol puts people at risk of drinking too much and
becoming alcoholics. If so, we should find that the groups with the lowest rates of alcoholism are those in which drinking
of any kind is forbidden, such as Mormons or Muslims. But that’s not what the researchers discovered. . . .

Many policy analysts write as if the obvious way to deal with armies that commit human rights violations is to invade
them with our vastly superior military forces. Anyone who opposes a military invasion, they argue, must be ignorant of
the atrocities taking place. But that’s not why I and other statesmen favor a different strategy for ending this crisis. Make
no mistake: . . .

Whenever one sentence comes after another, readers need to see a connection
between them. So eager are readers to seek coherence that they will often supply
it when none exists. One category of frequently emailed bloopers consists of

sequences which are amusing not because of problems in syntax but because of

problems in coherence:!

Miss Charlene Mason sang, “I Will Not Pass This Way Again,” giving
obvious pleasure to the congregation.

The sermon this morning: “Jesus Walks on the Water.” The sermon tonight
will be “Searching for Jesus.”

Dog for sale: Eats anything and is fond of children.

We do not tear your clothing with machinery. We do it carefully by hand.

The patient has been depressed ever since she began seeing me in 2008.

In fact, it’s the hunger for coherence that drives the entire process of
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and now has an understanding of who did what to whom or what is true of what.
Now he must integrate it with the rest of his knowledge, because a factoid
floating around in the brain unlinked to anything else is as useless as a book filed
on a random shelf in a library or a Web site with no links to it. This linking must
be repeated with each sentence in the text. That is how the content of a passage
of text becomes integrated into the reader’s web of knowledge.

This chapter is about the sense of style in passages longer than a sentence—a
paragraph, a blog post, a review, an article, an essay, or a book. Some of the
principles of style that apply within a sentence, such as building an orderly tree
and placing given before new information, apply to extended passages as well.
But as we shall see, coherent discourse also uses devices that differ from the
branching of a tree, and our metaphors must expand accordingly.

At first glance, the organization of a text really does seem like a tree, with
passages of language embedded in still larger passages of language. Several
clauses are joined or embedded in a sentence; several sentences make up a
paragraph; several paragraphs make up a section, several sections a chapter,
several chapters a book. A text with this hierarchical structure is easy for a
reader to assimilate because at any level of granularity, from clauses to chapters,
the passage can be represented in the reader’s mind as a single chunk, and the
reader never has to juggle more than a few chunks at a time as he figures out
how they are related.

To compose a passage with this orderly structure, a writer must organize the
content she hopes to convey into a neat hierarchy. Sometimes she may be lucky
enough to begin with a firm grasp of the hierarchical organization of her
material, but more often she will have an unruly swarm of ideas buzzing in her
head and must get them to settle down into an orderly configuration. The time-
honored solution is to create an outline, which is just a tree lying on its side, its
branches marked by indentations, dashes, bullets, or Roman and Arabic
numerals, rather than by forking line segments. One way to fashion an outline is
to jot your ideas on a page or on index cards more or less at random and then
look for ones that seem to belong together. If you reorder the items with the
clusters of related ideas placed near one another, then arrange the clusters that
seem to belong together in larger clusters, group those into still larger clusters,
and so on, you’ll end up with a treelike outline.
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But now you face a major difference between the syntactic tree of a sentence
and the outline tree of a text. When it comes to putting the units into a left-to-
right order, the rules of English syntax leave writers with only a few
possibilities. The object, for example, pretty much has to come after the verb.
But if you’re writing an essay on mammals, it’s up to you whether to write first
about the rodents, then the primates, then the bats, and so on, or first the
primates, then the felines, then the whales and dolphins, or any of the other
403,291,461,126,605,635,584,000,000 logically possible orderings of the
twenty-six subgroups. The writer’s challenge is to come up with a scheme to
order these units of text—to turn a dangly mobile into a rigid tree.

Often an author will pick an order more or less arbitrarily and use verbal
signposts or numbered headings to guide the reader on his journey through the
text (Part II Section C Subsection 4 Paragraph b, or Section 2.3.4.2). But in
many genres, numbered headings are not an option, and as we saw in chapter 2,
excessive signposting can bore and confuse a reader. And regardless of how
many headings or signposts you use, it’s always best to lay an intuitive trail
through the territory: a scheme for stringing the units into a natural order that
allows readers to anticipate what they will encounter next. There is no algorithm
for doing this, but let me give you a couple of examples.

I once had the challenge of explaining an unruly literature on the
neurobiology and genetics of language, which embraces a vast range of topics,
including case studies of neurological patients, computer simulations of neural
networks, and neuroimaging of the brain areas that are active during language
processing. The first temptation was to order the studies historically, which is
how textbooks do it, but this would have been an indulgence in professional
narcissism: my readers were interested in the brain, not in the history of the
doctors and professors who study the brain. It dawned on me that a clearer
trajectory through this morass would consist of zooming in from a bird’s-eye
view to increasingly microscopic components. From the highest vantage point
you can make out only the brain’s two big hemispheres, so I began with studies
of split-brain patients and other discoveries that locate language in the left
hemisphere. Zooming in on that hemisphere, one can see a big cleft dividing the
temporal lobe from the rest of the brain, and the territory on the banks of that
cleft repeatedly turns up as crucial for language in clinical studies of stroke
patients and brain scans of intact subjects. Moving in closer, one can distinguish
various regions—Broca’s area, Wernicke’s area, and so on—and the discussion
can turn to the more specific language skills, such as recognizing words and
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from the naked eye to a microscope and peer into models of neural networks.
From there we can crank the microscope one more turn to the level of genes,
which is an opportunity to review studies of dyslexia and other inherited
language disorders. All the research fell into place along a single global-to-local
continuum. I had my ordering.

The ways to order material are as plentiful as the ways to tell a story. On
another occasion I had to review research on English, French, Hebrew, German,
Chinese, Dutch, Hungarian, and Arapesh, a language spoken in New Guinea.
English was the natural starting point, but in what order should I bring up the
others? I suppose I could have reviewed them in terms of how familiar they are
to me or to American readers, or the order in which the studies were done, or
even alphabetically. But instead I marched backwards in time to older and older
(and more and more inclusive) language families: first the languages begotten by
Germanic tribes who lived about 2,000 years ago, including Dutch and German;
then to other Indo-European tribes, such as the Italic people who split from their
Germanic brethren about 3,500 years ago, which brings in French; then to the
Uralic tribes, which probably coexisted with the Indo-Europeans about 7,000
years ago and left us with Hungarian; and so on, back through history and
outward in language families.

There are many other ordering schemes: leading the reader on a trek across a
geographical territory; narrating the travails of a hero who must overcome
obstacles on his way to achieving a goal; mimicking a debate in which the two
sides present their positions, rebut each other, sum up their cases, and await a
verdict; and, sometimes, recounting the history of discovery that culminated in
our current understanding.

Appreciating the treelike nature of a text can also help you understand one of
the few devices available in nontechnical prose to visually mark the structure of
discourse: the paragraph break. Many writing guides provide detailed
instructions on how to build a paragraph. But the instructions are misguided,
because there is no such thing as a paragraph. That is, there is no item in an
outline, no branch of a tree, no unit of discourse that consistently corresponds to
a block of text delimited by a blank line or an indentation. What does exist is the
paragraph break: a visual bookmark that allows the reader to pause, take a
breather, assimilate what he has read, and then find his place again on the page.

Paragraph breaks generally coincide with the divisions between branches in
the discourse tree, that is, cohesive chunks of text. But the same little notch must
be used for divisions between branches of every size, whether it’s the end of a
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minor digression, the end of a major summation, or anything in between.
Sometimes a writer should cleave an intimidating block of print with a paragraph
break just to give the reader’s eyes a place to alight and rest. Academic writers
often neglect to do this and trowel out massive slabs of visually monotonous
text. Newspaper journalists, mindful of their readers’ attention spans, sometimes
go to the other extreme and dice their text into nanoparagraphs consisting of a
sentence or two apiece. Inexperienced writers tend to be closer to academics
than to journalists and use too few paragraph breaks rather than too many. It’s
always good to show mercy to your readers and periodically let them rest their
weary eyes. Just be sure not to derail them in the middle of a train of thought.
Carve the notch above a sentence that does not elaborate or follow from the one
that came before.

For all the cognitive benefits of hierarchical organization, not all texts have to
be organized into a tree. A skilled writer can interleave multiple story lines, or
deliberately manipulate suspense and surprise, or engage the reader with a chain
of associations, each topic shunting the reader to the next. But no writer can
leave the macroscopic organization of a text to chance.

Whether or not a text is organized to fit into a hierarchical outline, the tree
metaphor goes only so far. No sentence is an island; nor is a paragraph, a
section, or a chapter. All of them contain links to other chunks of text. A
sentence may elaborate, qualify, or generalize the one that came before. A theme
or topic may run through a long stretch of writing. People, places, and ideas may
make repeat appearances, and the reader must keep track of them as they come
and go. These connections, which drape themselves from the limbs of one tree to
the limbs of another, violate the neatly nested, branch-within-branch geometry of
a tree.2 I’1l call them arcs of coherence.

Like the mass of cables drooping behind a desk, the conceptual connections
from one sentence to another have a tendency to get gnarled up in a big, snaggly
tangle. That’s because the links connected to any idea in our web of knowledge
run upwards, downwards, and sideways to other ideas, often spanning long
distances. Inside the writer’s brain, the links between ideas are kept straight by
the neural code that makes memory and reasoning possible. But out there on the
page, the connections have to be signaled by the lexical and syntactic resources
of the Enghsh language. The challenge to the writer is to use those resources so
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Coherence begins with the writer and reader being clear about the topic. The
topic corresponds to the small territory within the vast web of knowledge into
which the incoming sentences should be merged. It may seem obvious that a
writer should begin by laying her topic on the table for the reader to see, but not
all writers do. A writer might think that it’s unsubtle to announce the topic in so
many words, as in “This paper is about hamsters.” Or she herself may discover
her topic only after she has finished laying her ideas on paper, and forget to go
back and revise the opening to let the reader in on her discovery.

A classic experiment by the psychologists John Bransford and Marcia

Johnson shows why it’s essential to let the reader in on the topic early.2 They
asked participants to read and remember the following passage:

The procedure is actually quite simple. First you arrange things into
different groups depending on their makeup. Of course, one pile may be
sufficient depending on how much there is to do. If you have to go
somewhere else due to lack of facilities that is the next step, otherwise
you are pretty well set. It is important not to overdo any particular
endeavor. That is, it is better to do too few things at once than too many.
In the short run this may not seem important, but complications from
doing too many can easily arise. A mistake can be expensive as well. The
manipulation of the appropriate mechanisms should be self-explanatory,
and we need not dwell on it here. At first the whole procedure will seem
complicated. Soon, however, it will become just another facet of life. It is
difficult to foresee any end to the necessity for this task in the immediate
future, but then one never can tell.

Needless to say, the passage made little sense to them, as I expect it made little
sense to you, and they could remember few of the sentences. Another group of
people got the same passage but with a new tidbit slipped into the instructions:
“The paragraph you will hear will be about washing clothes.” The level of recall
doubled. A third group was given the topic after reading the story; it didn’t help
them at all. The moral for a writer is obvious: a reader must know the topic of a
text in order to understand it. As newspaper editors say: Don’t bury the lede
(lede being journalist jargon for